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Abstract
For several decades, there has been a large gap between the achievement scores of
urban youth of color and their white counterparts. This achievement gap persists despite the
efforts of educators and policymakers to close it. This descriptive study examined the
perceptions of urban youth of color regarding their role in school and the support and
barriers they encountered related to academic achievement in school.
Duncan-Andrade (2009) compares schooling in underserved communities to
growing roses in concrete. He argues that the conditions of life for urban youth of color are
in themselves oppositional forces. He writes that hope is required urban youth face such
forces. Hope is composed of three parts: goals, pathways, and agency (McDermott, 2002;
Snyder, 2003).
This study examined the goals, pathways, and agency for urban youth of color and
their perception of what schools are doing to support them. Through the use of focus groups
and surveys in two high schools in the Denver metropolitan region of Colorado, students’
stories were collected. These groups were facilitated by student leaders from Urban Youth
Ambassadors.
Major findings in this study include that students identified a greater number of
barriers to engagement than they identified sources of support. All three sources of support
(teacher/student relationships, family influence, and teacher quality) were also potential
barriers to engagement according to the students. School climate and limiting mental models
ii

were the other two barriers to engagement. The teacher was central in two of the support
and barrier themes: Teacher/Student Relationship Quality (TSRQ) and Teaching Quality
(TQ).The teacher’s ability to develop a strong, productive relationship with the students
can be the factor that changes a student’s experience and success. The students articulated
hope through relationships and displayed evidence of personal resilience toward
accomplishing goals. The goal orientation that emerged in this study was more about
relationships and the people in student’s lives than it was about academic achievement or
the standardized testing.

Key words: achievement gap, hope, motivation, engagement, responsibility, student
perceptions, resilience, persistence, student voice
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Chapter 1 Introduction
This [achievement gap] is one of our nation’s most overlooked, urgent, persistent,
dangerous, mismanaged, and most correctable domestic problems (Paige, 2010, p.
xiv).

Background
The bipartisan passing of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in 2002
increased school accountability for the academic achievement of every subpopulation in
the United States. The subtitle for this legislation was, “An act to close the achievement
gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left behind” (No Child
Left Behind [NCLB], 2003, p. 1425). At this time there was a persistent gap (Table 1)
between the academic performance of white students and African American and Hispanic
children (children of color).
The achievement gap is not limited to a certain geographical region of the United
States of America. The Schott Foundation (Schott, 2010) produces an annual report on
how each of the states is progressing in closing the achievement gap. In almost all cases,
children of color are scoring near the bottom of each measure.
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 8th grade mathematics
scores show the achievement gap has persisted for over 20 years despite the efforts of
teachers, school leaders, and politicians to close it (Paige & Witty, 2010).
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Since 2002, the achievement gap has worsened. There are correlations between
achievement and race, poverty levels, and parent education levels (Table 2). According to
this research, 71% of two-year olds from white families have an expressive vocabulary,
while only 56% of children from black or Hispanic families show the same level of
expression (Table 2).

SAT-Verbal
White
Black
Difference
Hispanic
Difference

526
434
92 (-17%)
457
69 (-13%)

White
Black
Difference
Hispanic
Difference

528 (+2)
430 (-4)
98 (-19%)
453 (-4)
75 (-14%)

1998
SAT-Math
528
426
102 (-19%)
456
72 (-14%)
2008
537 (+9)
426 (+0)
111 (-21%)
458 (+2)
79 (-15%)

SAT-Combined
1054
860
194 (-18%)
913
141 (-13%)

ACT
Composite
22.7
17.9
4.8 (-21%)
20.1
2.6 (-11%)

1065 (+11)
856 (-4)
209 (-20%)
911 (-2)
154 (-14%)

22.1 (-.6)
16.9 (-1)
5.2 (-24%)
18.7 (-1.4)
3.4 (-15%)

Table 1 Average SAT and ACT scores for White, Hispanic, and African American Students, 1998 &
2008. U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, Table 132

The absence of expressive language when entering kindergarten places many
urban students at an academic disadvantage. In another study, children from professional
families had the vocabulary equal to parents on welfare by the age of three (Hart &
Risley, 1995).
At this time in our educational system, urban children of color experience
academic failure on a consistent basis. Millions of dollars have been spent on finding the
“silver bullet” or a potential solution.

2

Many efforts and much funding have been focused on pedagogy, innovations, and
the leadership in schools.

Receptive
Vocabulary

Expressive
Vocabulary

Listening
Comprehension

Counting

Secure
Emotional
Attachmen
t to
Parents

White

88.7

70.8

42.2

5.2

65.7

Black

79.9

55.7

29.9

2.2

53.2

Hispanic

78.3

53.7

28.2

1.9

57.4

At or Above
Poverty
Level
Below
Poverty
Level

86.2

66.7

38.9

4.4

64.2

78.7

54.6

29

2.1

52.7

Parent Education:

88.5

71.0

42.5

5.3

67.1

76.5

50.4

25.4

1.2

51.8

B.A. degree
Parent Education:

Some H. S.

Table 2 Percent of Children who Demonstrate Skills or Emotional Secure Attachments at about Two
Years old. U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, Table 112.

Individuals who are experiencing education in urban schools might have valuable
insights into closing the achievement gap. However, little has been done to gain students’
perspectives or voices regarding this problem. This study was designed to listen to the
students. Student voices identified what they believed were barriers to engagement and
what they believed were sources of support for learning.
Noguera (2003) contends that when schools are intentional about addressing
student perceptions, the achievement gap can be closed:
Changing the culture and structure of schools such that African
American male students come to regard them as sources of support
for their aspirations and identities will undoubtedly be the most
important step that can be taken to make high levels of academic
achievement the norm rather than the exception. p. 455
3

Purpose and Methodology Overview
This qualitative study captured the voices of Hispanic/Latino and black students
in two high schools in an urban district in Colorado regarding their role in school and the
support and barriers they encountered that were related to academic achievement in school.
Analyzing student perspectives and beliefs gives policymakers, educators, and concerned
community members an insider’s understanding of the scholastic environment and
experience from these urban students of color. Student perceptions about schooling
influence academic performance (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). The power of change
begins with each person’s mental model or at the level of beliefs and values (Senge,
2005). Students’ beliefs about schooling and their beliefs about their role in the
educational system may positively or negatively impact efforts to improve student
achievement and close achievement gaps.
In order to procure authentic student perception, the services of Urban Youth
Ambassadors, a student-led action research group, were utilized. In this study a group of
student facilitators investigated student perceptions regarding learning at two high
schools. The difference between a student perception and an adult perception was noted
in Noguera’s work:
Many adults are aware of the chasm that separates them from
young people, yet adults typically take actions intended to benefit
young people without ever investigating whether the interventions
meet the needs or concerns of youth. There is a need to consult
with young people on how the structure and culture of schools
contribute to low academic achievement and to enlist their input
when interventions to improve student performance are being
designed and implemented. p. 453

4

As urban children of color themselves, the student facilitators lived through
similar scholastic and community experiences. The use of focus groups led by student
facilitators allowed for exploration of students’ perceptions regarding what supported
them as students and what they felt were barriers to their academic achievement.
Study Significance
Pedro Noguera (2003) wrote, “The academic performance of African American
males can be improved by devising strategies that counter the effects of harmful
environmental and cultural forces” (p. 441). This study identified what students perceived
to be barriers and sources of support. Though there are a significant number of
oppositional forces facing urban youth of color, with enough support those negative
forces can be overcome (Hebert & Reis, 1999; O’Connor, 1997; Bergin & Cooks, 2000;
Martin, 2000; Walker, 2006; Moody, 2000). Duncan-Andrade (2009) describes hope as a
necessity, “Especially in the lives of communities in which enduring forms of social
misery exist” (p.2). Research indicates that the concept of hope is linked to potential
sources of support and a valuable asset for students to possess (Snyder, 1991). The more
we understand support that makes a difference for students the more we will be able to
diminish barriers and create opportunity.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational
system?
2. What sources of support do urban youth of color identify?
3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of color identify?
5

4. What academic goals and strategies to reach these goals do urban
youth identify?

These questions were generated in part by the hope theory construct discussed in
chapter two. Hope theory consists of three main components: goal orientation, pathways
thinking, and agency. Question one is related to the students’ goal orientation, agency,
and pathway thinking. Question two is related to agency. Question three is related to the
ability to create pathways in the face of barriers. Question four is related to the goal
orientation and pathways thinking.

6

Definition of Terms
Accountability – The process of holding educators responsible for results manifests as high-stakes
testing for student performance outcomes.
Achievement gap: The difference in academic performance between any specific disaggregated
student groups.
Agency is the motivation or drive to start acting and persist in the pursuit of one’s goals.
Complex Traumatic Stress Disorder: the result of experiencing chronic trauma that

continues or repeats for months or years at a time. The current PTSD diagnosis often does
not fully capture the severe psychological harm that occurs with prolonged, repeated
trauma.
Goal Orientation: The anchor for hope theory. Mental targets for students.
Growth Mindset: the belief that one’s most basic abilities can be developed through dedication
and hard work
High-stakes testing – Made popular with the 2002 legislation, No Child Left Behind, high stakes
testing refers to the one-point-in-time method of administering standardized measures of
achievement the results of which contribute to rating schools, leading to honors or sanctions for
the school, dependent on student scores.
Hope: A construct defined by Snyder (2001) as having three variables: goal setting, pathways
thinking, and agency.
Pathways Thinking (2001) is the perceived capability to create pathways to a desired goal.
Prejudice is an opinion formed before-hand. In this case it is of a hatred or irrational dislike of
someone due to their race.
Race of Interviewer Effect: When a respondent changes how he or she responds due to the race of
the interviewer.
Resilience: individual's tendency to cope with stress and adversity in such a way as to overcome
the circumstances.
Social Capital: Relationships that provide support and benefits for individuals.
Urban youth of color (students of color): High school students who are from African American or
Hispanic heritage who live in metropolitan areas (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).

7

Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
In order to understand the student perception findings this chapter contains an
exploration of Hope Theory, motivational theory, and literature around the potential
barriers for the academic achievement of urban children of color. The work of DuncanAndrade (2009) inspired the framework for this study. Duncan-Andrade (2009) advises
that educators provide a pragmatic and critical hope as a way to mitigate enduring forms
of social misery that exist in some communities. He uses the imagery of a “rose that finds
a way through the cracks in concrete” (p.5) to describe urban youth that succeed in school
and life.
Duncan-Andrade’s Critical Hope
Duncan-Andrade (2009) urges schools to adapt to the reality of student’s lives
and to meet that reality with what he calls critical hope. By listening to urban students
and studying their responses, he concluded that schools can make a difference in the lives
of urban students when they provide a type of hope that is accompanied by a commitment
to an active struggle. This hope is made up of three elements: material hope, Socratic
hope, and audacious hope.
Material hope involves an instructor’s capacity to teach with high quality.
“Quality teaching is the most significant material resource they have to offer youth”
(p.6), writes Duncan-Andrade (2009). He defines quality teaching as the ability to
8

produce student growth. He is linking hope to growth. This is an important connection for
other aspects of addressing the achievement gap that will emerge later in the literature
review and discussion sections of this report. One aspect of quality teaching according to
Duncan-Andrade is the ability to make lessons relevant to the lives of the students.
In addition, material hope comes from the ability of the school to connect students
with resources and networks that are supportive. Similar to the air, water, and sun that
makes it through cracks in the concrete, Duncan-Andrade describes material hope as the
cracks in the concrete that allow students access to the vital elements (p.5). He states,
“Material hope is one element of the critical hope that teachers can cultivate in their
students, and it comes from a sense of control young people have when they are given the
resources” (p.6). This sense of control has implications in the agency section when
Snyder’s theory is discussed later in this chapter.
Socratic hope refers to the quote attributed to Socrates, “The unexamined life is
not worth living” (Plato, 1999). Duncan-Andrade stated that Socratic hope, “Requires
both teachers and students to painfully examine our lives and actions within an unjust
society and to share the sensibility that pain may pave the path to justice” (p. 7). Teachers
are connected or bonded to the students to the point that the students’ pain is their pain.
When students fail, they fail. This is evident in the manner in which teachers manage the
classroom. Duncan-Andrade argues that the pain in students’ lives manifests itself in
behaviors from withdrawal and depression to outrage and disobedience. He found that
students want teachers to have high expectations for their behavior (2009). Along with
the high expectations teachers demonstrate their commitment to sacrifice and examine
themselves. Teachers figure out why a lesson design may have failed by looking at how
9

they can improve as teachers. They also make sacrifices that are not easy. Some examples
include having weekend tutoring sessions, being accessible to students after school hours
through phone, email, and text, providing meals and transportation and overall providing
positive harassment. Duncan-Andrade found that the students expressed commitment to
these teachers and their high expectations and that they, “often defy even the student’s
own notion of their capabilities” (p. 7). Through sacrifice these teachers have built strong
relationships with their students and earned the right to push them to grow.
Audacious hope is described as understanding the interdependency we have in the
micro-ecosystem of a classroom. The links between all the members in that class are
there. The students are all affected by how a teacher reacts to a single student. DuncanAndrade writes about how a common practice of sending a student out of the classroom
for disruption or disobedience sends a message to the rest of the class,
When we become frustrated and punish youth who manifest symptoms of
righteous rage of social misery, we give way to legitimate doubts among other
students about our capacity to meet their needs if they are ever in pain (p. 10).

In contrast to this example, Duncan-Andrade stated that the classroom can be part
of the healing process for the students. It is all about how the teacher reacts to the
student’s responses to pain. He stated, “This solidarity is the essential ingredient for
healing, and healing is an often overlooked factor for improving achievement in urban
schools” (p. 9). He is linking achievement to how teachers respond to the pain urban
students feel.
Finally, Duncan-Andrade sums up this section on hope with this statement,
“Effective teaching depends on one thing, deep and caring relationships.” In spite of the
10

difficult and traumatic life conditions many urban children of color face, DuncanAndrade insists that hope delivered by schools can assist children in creating better
situations for the students in the present and the future. He states, “Hope is one of the
most promising responses to the conditions of urban inequality” (p. 10).
Sergiovanni (2005) identifies goal setting as a key practice for students to develop
hope, motivation, and positive change. According to him, the nature of this type of hope
is such that it can empower a student to overcome the barriers in his or her life.
Sergiovanni (2005) also provides insight about how hope operates by asking the
following questions:


What are our goals?



What are our pathways? Pathways are the routes we take to realize our hopes.



How committed are we to actually doing something to realize our hopes? (p. 115)
He drew these questions directly from the work of C. Rick Snyder (1991).

Snyder’s theory of hope was used in this study as a larger framework through which to
explore the responses of students about their educational experiences.
The Hope Theory Framework
According to Snyder (2005), hope is cognitive set (not based on emotions, but
based on reasoning) made up of goal-directed expectation. These expectations can be
divided into two essential components: agency and pathways thinking. Pathways’
thinking is the perceived capability to create routes to a desired goal. Agency is goaldirected determination; it drives a student to act in an effort to meet his or her goals.
Nontraditional and underserved populations of students who demonstrate commitment
and hope have been found to be successful (Guthrie, 2011; Sulick, 2011; Snyder, 1999).
11

The goal orientation in Snyder’s theory came from the work of Stotland (1969)
who described hope as the belief that a goal was most likely to be attained. Another early
theory by Averill, Catlin, and Chon (1990) was more complex and described hope as an
emotion that was directed toward a meaningful goal (to the person). This theory proposed
that the person had some control over the pursuit, and that there was a likelihood of
attaining the goal.
There are two kinds of goal orientations identified in literature, performance goal
orientation, and mastery goal orientation (Ames, 1992). Performance goal orientation
describes a focus on results. The learning itself is secondary to outperforming others and
gaining recognition (Duda & Nicholls, 1992). When a student has this orientation, he or
she may avoid challenging tasks and use short-term strategies like memorization and
rehearsing (Ames, 1992). Elliot & Dweck (1988) identified what they called mastery goal
orientation. Mastery goal orientation describes a focus on development where the
learning is the primary concern. Ames (1992) writes about how having mastery goal
orientation increases the amount of time a student spends on learning tasks, increases
their persistence in challenges, and improves his or her quality of engagement (p. 262). It
was also found that mastery goal orientation was associated with higher levels of
perseverance.
Snyder proposed that hope was not hereditary but that it was a learned cognitive
set connected to goal-directed thinking (1994). Snyder stated that hope developed in
children naturally as long as nothing interfered with the process (2003). He found that
when a child lacked an emotional attachment to a caregiver the hope development in a
child was stunted. Snyder’s depiction of hope is displayed in the Figure 1.
12

Figure 1: Three Elements of Hope Theory (Snyder, 1991)

In his work, Snyder found that there was an emotional component to the process
by which a person maintains a pursuit of a goal. When a person has positive emotions
they reinforce the pursuit process however negative emotions can derail it. If a person
achieves a goal and overcomes barriers along the way, the positive emotions become a
source of support for future pursuits. In a study of how teachers develop academic
momentum with students, Strahan found that, “When students set meaningful, realistic
goals and accomplish them, they become more confident in their abilities as students”
(2008, p.6). Snyder found that when people with higher levels of hope faced barriers to
their goals they reported to have higher levels of mental energy and created more
pathways for their goals. If they faced failure, they took lessons from it so as to improve
the next time. Those with low levels of hope did not attempt to learn from the experience.
Snyder (1991), created an instrument to measure hope, the “Hope Scale.” Snyder
studied more than 1,200 students in Kansas and discovered that the Hope Scale had
concurrent validity with measures of self-esteem, perceived problem-solving capabilities,
and perceptions of control in life, optimism, positive affectivity, and positive outcome
expectancies (1991). The scores on the Hope Scale predicted coping, well-being, and
report psychological health responses higher than projections related to measures of
13

anxiety, positive, and negative affectivity, optimism, and locus of control. He did not
make any conclusions on the comparison of hope levels between African Americans and
the White population; instead he called for more studies. The premise of Snyder’s work,
that goal attainment can be predicted by hope levels, was studied by Feldman, Rand, and
Kahle-Wrobleski (2009). They found that the agency portion of his scale predicted goal
attainment in college-aged students.
Menninger, Mayman, and Pruyser also espouse that hope grounded in a student’s
current reality can make a difference:
Realistic hope... is based on the attempt to understand the concrete
conditions of reality, to see one's own role in it realistically, and to
engage in such efforts of thoughtful action as might be expected to
bring about hoped-for change. The affect of hope, in this case, has
an activating effect. It helps mobilize the energies needed for
activity…The activating effect of hope makes the difference. (p.
386)
Snyder’s theory belongs to a greater body of work surrounding motivational and
positive psychology. The next section is a review of some of the major tenets of
motivational theory.
Motivational Theory Overview
The goal orientation of hope theory is similar to the construct of personal mastery
developed by Peter Senge (1990). He writes, “Personal mastery is to continually clarify
what is important to us . . . to continually learn how to see current reality more clearly”
(p. 133-134). Senge writes that a sense of personal mastery will produce students that are
more committed and take more initiative. They were more likely to focus, participate, and
perform better (Lau & Nanyang, 2008). Senge connects personal mastery to both
14

engagement and learning, “Learning does not occur in any enduring fashion unless it is
sparked by the learner’s own ardent interest and curiosity- which in turn means that
learners need to see where they want to go and to assess where they are” (p. 59).
Learning organizations that intentionally nurture personal mastery directly impact their
organizational performance in a positive way (Garcıa-Morales, Llorens-Montes, VerduJoverb, 2007).
Similar to the agency component of hope theory, students who reflect and make
plans based on their reflection show an increase in ownership (Branch, Grafelman, &
Hurelbrink, 1998). Students participate actively once they know their destination
(Stiggins & Chappus, 2005). Students who feel as if they are in control of their learning
have a greater possibility of reaching their learning potential (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).
Joseph Renzulli (2008) supports the notion that autonomy leads to engagement:
Their engagement occurs because these students have some
choice in the area in which they will participate; they interact in a
goal-oriented environment … they use authentic problem solving,
interpersonal, and creative strategies; they produce a product,
service, or performance; and their work is brought to bear on one
or more intended audiences other than, or at least in addition to
the teacher. (p. 30)
Authentic hope, according to Duncan-Andrade, involves giving students resources
they can use to gain a sense of control to deal with the forces that affect their lives.
Research has shown that students’ perceptions about their levels of control contributed to
their performance (Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 1990; Schunk, 1990). Dana Maloney
writes about her students increased enthusiasm after they self-selected a world problem to
address (Maloney, 2010). Maloney writes that her students dedicated tremendous time
and effort to mastering their tasks. The self-regulated learning model includes work in the
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area of autonomy. According to Jeffrey Alan Greene (Greene, Azevedo, 2007), students
who perceived that they had a higher level of control scored higher on math tests than
other students. In addition, students studied differently and were more precise after they
saw the objectives for a learning task. A teacher can positively influence a student’s sense
of control through the structures he or she creates (Skinner, 1998). The MetLife survey
(Markow, 2010) on education in the United States of America revealed that teachers and
principals believe that students have a role as collaborators in education. Eighty percent
of teachers and 90% of principals believe that a school culture where students believe
they are responsible and accountable for their own education would have a major impact
on improving student achievement.
Additionally, a student who has supportive relationships develops stronger
confidence (Sulick, 2011). Sulick describes confidence as an outcome of a positive
support system. When a staff member expresses confidence in a student and
communicates high expectations, the student’s confidence increases. Victor Vroom
(1964), found that a person’s beliefs about effort, performance, and outcome worked
together to produce motivation. He described how these beliefs worked in three domains:
valence, expectancy, and instrumentality. Valence is the level of desirability. This
involves a person’s values and vision. It measures how much the student believes the
results of his or her actions will be worth the effort. Expectancy is the level by which a
student expects that his or her efforts will be successful. Expectancy as a construct
contains elements of self-efficacy, goal expectations, and the locus of control.
Expectancy describes when a person believes his or her efforts will increase his or her
ability to improve performance. Instrumentality is the level of trust a student has in the
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system’s ability to follow through. It diminishes a student’s motivation if he or she
believes the system will not deliver the expected reward after the work has been
completed. McCombs & Marzano (1990) noted that students were more academically
successful when they understood how much effort was needed to engage in the academic
tasks and the choices about how much effort might be exerted to achieve results.
In other literature concerning motivation, Julian Rotter (1954) discusses factors
that determine behavior potential. Behavior potential is the function of expectancy and
reinforcement value. According to Rotter, a person’s behavior changes as determined by
the degree in which the outcome of the behavior meets his or her needs or wants. Again,
this correlates with Snyder’s thinking on the impact of a person’s perception of outcome
value. Using Snyder’s graphical representation of hope theory (Figure 2) displays the
“Outcome Value” box in a place that connects to the agency thinking and the pathways
thinking of an individual. The perceived outcome value can increase or decrease
motivation in a person.
Albert Bandura (1977) developed a theory that correlated a person’s choices to his
or her beliefs about outcomes and personal capabilities. These beliefs can improve based
on increased confidence. Confidence is developed through successful experiences on
earlier tasks (Kuykendall, 2004; Stiggins, 2005; Usher, 2008). Pajares & Urdan
conducted research that found the positive impact self-efficacy can have on predicting
academic achievement (2006).
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Figure 2: Hope Theory with Outcome Value Variable

Rotter (1966) hypothesized that one can predict a person’s behavior based on
expectancy and reinforcement value. It may be possible to use qualitative means to
predict a student’s efforts toward growth in academic pursuits. Rotter’s expectancy as a
factor includes a student’s awareness of current reality and the likelihood of changing it
for the better.
Dweck (2007) conducted longitudinal studies with middle school students and
found that when students believed they were capable of growing and expanding their
intelligence they performed better. She discovered that a person can possess one of two
mindsets. He or she either believed they could grow their intelligence which she called
the growth mindset or that his or her intelligence was static which she called the fixed
mindset. In a follow-up study, she tested an intervention to increase awareness of these
mindsets. In the intervention she taught students about how intelligence grows with the
application of effort. The intervention group of students moved from a fixed mindset to a
growth mindset and began to improve academically. Meanwhile, the control group
continued to decline academically. Her study found that students with growth mindsets
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persisted even in the face of barriers. Meanwhile, those who had a fixed mindset avoided
challenges, gave up easily and did not believe any efforts were worthwhile.
Potential Barriers to Hope Development in Urban Children of Color
Disconnected Goals and Unproductive Roles. Duncan-Andrade argues that
academic goals for students living in crisis may be futile unless attention is given to the
student’s goals for survival. Duncan-Andrade uses Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1964) to
help explain the achievement gap. A person’s highest need is self-actualization and from
there educational goals can be acquired, but the other needs must be resolved before a
person can reach self-actualization.

Figure 3 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Source: http://www.hospitalitynet.org/news/4010985.html

To Duncan-Andrade some goals, like survival or safety, take precedence over
academic goals. He argues that to look at academic goals in isolation dismisses the true
nature of the urban student’s complex living environment. He states that when a teacher
focuses students on having better lives in the future, he or she delegitimizes the pain
19

urban youth are exposed to on a daily basis. Duncan-Andrade calls any of these middleclass opportunity structures a form of hope differed. Critical hope provides an adaptive
approach according to Duncan-Andrade. It begins with understanding the student’s
perspective of their reality and continues with a teacher’s authentic caring. Authentic
caring may involve sacrifice on the teacher’s part. In Duncan-Andrade’s case, he has
opened his personal home to students as well as has developed a looping high school
teaching model where he stays with the students for four years. This allowed students to
find a secure relationship and a safe place in the middle of the harsh realities of the urban
community of Oakland, California. The approach produced many college bound students.
Many other educational theorists write about the important connection between
the student and the school’s goals. Noguera (2011) refers to aligning the values and
missions in his work as a characteristic of intersubjectivity. Connecting student goals
with the school’s goals is also explained in the work of psychologist William Glasser
(1984). He writes that our basic needs drive us, “All our behavior is our constant attempt
to reduce the difference between what we want (the pictures in our heads) and what we
have (the way we see situations in the world)” (p. 32). Pink (2009) also describes this
drive to fulfill our needs as a person who is carrying around a mental picture album that
shows the invisible ideal.
In some studies it was found that students have little opportunity to give input on
the educational systems that serve them (Fletcher, 2004; Maloney, 2010; Cossett Lent,
2010). Without a sense of control, students are often working out of compliance rather
than out of commitment, “They relinquish their autonomy and simply do what the teacher
instructs” (Cossett-Lent, p. 70). In many classrooms, the teacher or expert is delivering
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the curriculum, and the student was to listen, fill out the worksheets and pass tests with
little understanding of why (Campos, 2007; Cosset- Lent, 2010). Many students are
merely passive learners (Fletcher, 2004; Sizer, 1996). Pink (2009) writes, “Our
classrooms have way too much compliance and way too little engagement” (p. 129). “In
line with the mission of schooling, children are expected to engage in academic activities,
learn from instruction, and meet standards of intellectual competency established by
others”(Wentzel, p. 1).
Low Socioeconomic Status. According to the Federal Interagency Forum (2011)
there are 41 indicators that identify whether a child is living in healthy conditions (Table
3). The living conditions for urban children of color fail to make good grades. Urban
youth of color are almost twice as likely to have low birth weight as White children
(Barton & Coley, 2009). In turn, low birth rates are related to the lack of nutrition, lack of
medical treatments, and prenatal care provided for expectant mothers of color (Federal
Interagency Forum, p. 59). The number of children of color living in homes where lead
poisoning is more prevalent was more than three times the percentage for White children
(Federal Interagency Forum, p. 31). Lead poisoning can negatively impact a student’s
ability to learn.
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Noguera (2003) shows how these socioeconomic factors can impact a student’s
ability to apply agency in schools:
Even as we recognize that individuals make choices that influence
the character of their lives, we must also recognize that the range
of choices available are profoundly constrained and shaped by
external forces... The effects of poverty can be so debilitating that a
child’s life chances can literally be determined by a number of
environmental and cultural factors such as the quality of prenatal
care, housing, and food available to their mothers that are simply
beyond the control of an individual or even of concerted
community action. It would be naive and erroneous to conclude
that strength of character and the possibility of individual agency
can enable one to avoid the perils present within the environment
or that it is easy for individuals to choose to act outside the cultural
milieu in which they were raised. p. 440

In addition, Barton (2009) discovered that the family and social environment can
also challenge a child’s academic development. Particularly when parents are not very
active in a child’s schooling, when there is extensive television watching, and when
students lose academic development over a summer break.
This day to day interaction with unsafe living conditions gives urban children of
color barriers to academic engagement. Duncan-Andrade (2009) writes that the poverty,
violence, under-resourced schools, and poor living conditions cause pain and suffering in
our urban students of color. In his three year study of successful urban teachers, he found
five main behaviors that allowed teachers to be successful, they carried an urgent
purpose, they could build trust with their students, they prepared relentlessly, they felt a
duty to the students, and they were reflective and interested in growing.
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Family and Social Environment
 Family Structure and Children’s Living Arrangements
 Births to Unmarried Women
 Adolescent Births
 Language Spoken at Home and Difficulty Speaking English
 Childcare
 Child Maltreatment
Economic Circumstances
 Child Poverty and Family Income
 Secure Parental Employment
 Food Insecurity
Health Care
 Health Insurance Coverage
 Usual Source of Health Care/Immunization/Oral Health
Physical Environment and Safety
 Outdoor Air Quality/Environmental Tobacco Smoke/Drinking Water
Quality
 Lead in the Blood of Children
 Housing Problems
 Youth Victims of Serious Violent Crimes
 Child/Adolescent Injury and Mortality
Behavior
 Regular Cigarette Smoking/Alcohol Use/Illicit Drug Use
 Sexual Activity
 Youth Perpetrators of Serious Violent Crimes
Education
 Family Reading to Young Children
 Mathematics and Reading Achievement
 High School Academic Course-taking/Completion
 Youth Neither Enrolled in School nor Working/College Enrollment
Health
 Preterm Birth and Low Birth weight/Infant Mortality
 Emotional and Behavioral Difficulties/Adolescent Depression
 Activity Limitation/Diet Quality/ Obesity
 Asthma

Table 3 Key National Indicators of Well-Being, 2011. Source: Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics. America’s Children: Key National Indicators of Well-Being, 2011. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office.

Paige (2010) disputes the commonly held belief that socioeconomic disparity is
the single cause of the achievement gap. He argues that socioeconomic status presents
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challenges but that racism is still the main factor causing the achievement gap. He
showed data about how the achievement gap spans the full socioeconomic range from the
wealthy to the poor.
The following table (Table 4) shows that White students in urban areas perform as
well as other White students across the nation while the students of color in urban areas
are performing lower than other children of color living in other environments.

The United States
8th Grade average scale score
White
Black
Hispanic
AT OR ABOVE PROFICIENT
White
Black
Hispanic

261
270
244
246
29
38
12
14

Large
City/Urban
250 (-11)
271 (+1)
240 (-4)
243 (-3)
20 (-9%)
39 (+1%)
10 (-2%)
12 (-2%)

Table 4: Percentage distribution of 8th-grade public students' average reading scale scores, and
percentage of students at or above selected reading achievement levels, by jurisdiction or specific
urban district and race/ethnicity: 2007 U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics,
Table 122

Socio-pathological Cultural Influence. In addition to the socioeconomic barriers
to academic achievement, there are barriers that stem from socio-pathological culture
according to John Ogbu. In a study of 2,200 urban students in schools in Oakland,
California, from the 5th grade to the 12th grade, Ogbu compared responses from Chinese,
Mexican, and African American students (1994). His theory proposes that students who
are from families of voluntary immigrants will have different orientations toward schools
than those families of involuntary immigrants. Ogbu used a quantitative approach to learn
that the African American students in his study were not giving as much effort as the
other groups- these students did not trust the members of the dominant culture who lead
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the educational system. It changed how African American and Hispanic students valued
education in general. It changed a student’s expectancy of success (Irving, 2005). When
students believed that the opportunity structures were designed to discriminate against
them, he or she disengaged from the educational process. They rejected the academic
pathway and pursued other pathways (Hudley, 1995).They also believed that the cost of
succeeding in school was to lose their black identity (1994). Academic achievement
became a choice between his or her culture and academic success (Stinson, 2006;
Fordham, 1988). This led to self-sabotage- or to a student who chose to purposefully do
poorly on academic activities to remain part of his or her peer group.
Teacher Student Relationship Quality. In his research to improve urban
schools, Ronald F. Ferguson (2008) developed a conceptual model to capture what
needed to be addressed in urban classrooms. He called it the Tripod Model because there
are three things that yield opportunity for improved schools: Content, Pedagogy, and
Relationships (Figure 4). The model works in succession. The Social and Intellectual
Student Engagement Targets in section (C) influence the student achievement variables
in section (D). When students feel they can trust the school, and there is a balance
between teacher control and student autonomy it makes a difference on the student
achievement. He also notes that students need to be ambitiously goal-oriented and work
hard to pursue their goals for learning. In order for these things to happen, teachers must
give attention to the Catalytic Classroom conditions in section (B). Finally, it all begins
with the School Organizational Norms listed in section (A). The Measures of Effective
Teaching Project funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation used Ferguson’s
survey design. This $45 million dollar project asked students to share their perceptions of
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their teachers. The results reflected that teachers who students described as skilled with
classroom management, focused instruction, and the ability to help them work through
their mistakes were producing higher rates of growth than other teachers on state
standardized examinations (Dillon, 2010).

(A) Adult/School
Organizational Norms
• High support/ high
press climate for all
adults
• Distributed leadership
• High quality curricula
• High quality
instruction
• High quality
assessment

(B) Catalytic Classroom
Conditions

(C) Social and Intellectual
Student Engagement
Targets

• Feasibility of success
• Relevance
• Enjoyment
• Teacher supprt and
press
• Peer support

• Feel trustung/safe/
welcome at school
• Balance
control/autonomy
• Set high goals
• Work diligently/
industriously
• Achieve satisfaction/
success/ celebrate

(D) Student Achievement

• Students improve and
achieve at higher rates
then they otherwise
would have

Figure 4: Overview of the Tripod Conceptual Model

Pedro Noguera (2011) identifies the Teacher Student Relationship Quality
(TSRQ) as one of the most important elements in a student’s academic journey. He
describes TSRQ as the “degree to which a teacher displays empathy, support,
encouragement, and optimism” (p. 70). In addition, the students perceive this teacher as
being fair and that he or she gives genuine, positive feedback. Noguera summarized
several research studies that correlated high TSRQ to higher levels of student
achievement. In one study, the researchers studied a cohort of kindergarteners for strong
TSRQ. The students who had strong TSRQ performed better than those with low TSRQ
even as far out as 8th grade (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In a similar study, where all the
participants were African American, the researchers found similar results (Iruka,
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Burchinal, & Cai, 2010). The researchers identified positive and powerful interactions as
a characteristic of high TSRQ. He wrote (2003):
If the nature of interactions between many Black male students and their teachers
tends to be negative, it is unlikely that it will be possible to elevate their
achievement without changing the ways in which they are treated by teachers (p.
449).
Emotional feedback and high expectations characterize these interactions.
Noguera cites the work of Irvine (1990) and Ware (2006) that is known as the ‘warm
demander’ pedagogy. This describes a firm teacher who conveys compassion, support,
and nurturing.
In addition to the tripod framework, Ferguson (2008) also looked into the
dynamics of the student/teacher relationship. He identified Seven C’s that improve the
classroom environment. The Seven C’s are
Care: Students feel safe and that the teacher is an ally
Control: The class is focused and uses time well
Clarify: The teacher is good about clearing up confusion and addressing
questions
Challenge: There is an appropriate amount of rigor
Captivate: Class has been designed to engage the learner- it isn’t boring
Confer: Student feedback and input is a regular part of the instructional system
Consolidate: Teachers close their instruction by summarizing well and making
connections with other concepts the students have learned
(Ferguson, 2008)
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The Tripod Project also developed a Student Engagement Model. Students can
have social or academic engagement or both. Both types of engagement can be positive;
however there is a difference in the type of goal orientation. Some students will have an
academic mastery goal orientation in which they focus on developing a certain skill or
aptitude whereas, other students focused on gaining a certain performance level or status.
Ferguson and Noguera are both emphasizing the importance of the teacher/student
relationship. One of the hallmarks of a good relationship in their work is the element of
trust. In a study about student trust, students in the United Kingdom (Morgan, 2009) had
no problem contributing their ideas and suggestions to the teachers who established trust.
They felt safe enough to fully engage in the system and take risks when encountering and
learning new concepts. Conversely, other students in the study resisted sharing
information with teachers who might use the information against them. They were not
fully engaged in the system. According to the MetLife educational survey only half of
students (53%) strongly agree that all of the teachers in their school want them to
succeed.
Urban youth of color may have trouble trusting a system that seems to discipline
and suspend them more than any other group (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). Through
their studies involving 442 high school students Gregory and Weinstein identified that
teachers overly referred African American students for defiance (2008). They later
studied the discipline scenarios of 30 African American students and found that the
defiance occurred in specific contexts. The students were more prone to defiance when
they interacted with teachers that they perceived as having untrustworthy authority. These
students were more engaged and more productive in school when they believed their
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teachers cared about them, and when these teachers had high expectations (Gregory &
Weinstein, 2008; Irvine, 2002). Studies showed that teachers were referring African
American students for discipline referrals at higher rates in comparison to other
demographical categories. In addition, teachers were not identifying African American
students for gifted and talented programs at the same rate as other demographical
categories (McBee, 2010, Naglieri & Ford, 2005). In their study of more than 400
elementary schools in Chicago over a four-year period, Bryk and Scnieder (2003) found
that schools characterized by high trust had an 8% gain in reading and a 20% gain in
mathematics.
Trust building across cultural lines was a focus for Lindsey, Robins, and Terrell’s
work (2003). They authored several books that provide schools with tools to use in
crafting an organization that honors differences. Trust is also a critical factor in fostering
student resilience. Resilience is stronger in students who have accumulated a variety of
sources of support (Howard & Johnson, 1998). Social capital yields resilience. Schools
can create some social capital for the children as Howard and Johnson (1998) describe.
“Children in discordant and disadvantaged homes are more likely to demonstrate resilient
characteristics if they attend schools that have good academic records and attentive,
caring teachers” (p. 2).
Attentive and caring teachers build trusting relationships through little things they
do in daily interactions. These relationships foster resilience. Achievement orientation is
also influenced greatly by the trusting environment at the school (Maehr & Zusho, 2009).
According to Dweck (1999), student’s beliefs about his or her own capacity to learn
influence his or her potential to develop a strong personal mastery. In a trusting
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environment in which the teacher emphasizes mastery, students tend to use more adaptive
learning strategies, believe that success came as the result of effort, take on more
challenging materials, and report a higher enjoyment of school (Wentzel & Wigfield,
2009).
Student perceptions are vital to understanding how to help urban students to
achieve according to Noguera. He said, “Given the importance of agency and choice, the
only way to change behavioral outcomes is to understand the cognitive processes that
influence how individuals adapt, cope, and respond” (p. 440).
Therefore, the investigation of how students are adapting to the scholastic
environments, how they are tapping into sources of support, and what kind of role they
see themselves in may provide answers to this achievement gap. Thus, allowing for
school leaders and policy makers to create responses that support students and schools in
the pursuit of achievement.
In summary, the literature review began with the work of Duncan-Andrade. He
described the necessity of critical hope in which teachers and schools could provide
material hope for students through the ability to provide high quality instruction and
supportive resources. Also described was the ability to reflect and embrace the student’s
pain. Effective urban educators were able to create deep and caring relationships with the
students. They also demonstrated the ability to sacrifice. From Duncan-Andrade’s work
on hope the review moved to explore Snyder’s hope theory. The elements of agency,
pathway knowledge and goal orientation provided the foundation for understanding this
hope construct. The motivational literature review provided insights from Dweck, Senge,
Rotter, Bandura, and others that informed about what factors may contribute to a
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student’s motivation. Highlights from this section include a student’s sense of control and
expectancy that a system will follow through with what was promised. The literature
review then explored potential barriers to urban youth of color: the unproductive goals
and roles, low socioeconomic status, socio-pathological-cultural factors, and
teacher/student relational quality. Many explanations have been explored and provided
guidance for the study’s analysis. The Tripod model (Content, Pedagogy, and
Relationships) provided Ferguson’s framework for addressing academic achievement in
urban schools. Over and over again the review emphasized the importance of having a
caring teacher in the lives of students.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Chapter three addresses the design of the study and the methodology used.
Included in this chapter are the research questions, study design, site selection and
participants, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis procedures.
Research Questions
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to collect and understand the voices
of urban youth of color regarding their perceived roles in education and the support and
barriers they encountered related to academic achievement. The exploration of motivational
theory contributed to the development of the following research questions:
1. How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational system?
2. What sources of support do urban youth of color identify?
3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of color identify?
4. What academic goals and strategies to reach these goals do urban youth identify?

Background
The concept of hope was discovered Duncan-Andrade in, “A Note to Educators:
Hope Required When Growing Roses in Concrete”, (2009). Duncan-Andrade urged
schools to adapt to the reality of students’ lives because schools could be a source of
support for urban children of color. It was the premise of this study that student voice is
32

valuable because student perceptions yield necessary feedback to those implementing
change in educational policy. In order to understand the student perception a framework
of hope as described by Snyder (1991) was utilized.
Research Design
This was a descriptive study designed to understand the perspectives of urban
youth of color in terms of their perceived roles, their sources of support, and the barriers
they identify in school. To gain access to students’ perceptions, the study utilized peerled focus groups, a survey, and student analysis of data to inform the study. The
descriptive design involves studying a population in a way that does little to disturb the
current state for the participants. Many anthropologists and social scientists use
descriptive studies to better understand how participants perceive things. In this case it
was hoped to understand how students perceive the schools that serve them. These types
of studies cannot typically be generalizable however they can be beneficial, particularly
as precursors to a quantitative study. In this study the descriptive nature is valuable as a
point of reference, to understand what schools look and feel like to urban youth of color.
Study Design. Data from focus groups, a survey and student focus group facilitators’
analysis of data informed the study. The primary source of data was the tapes and
transcripts from the focus group sessions. To ensure authentic student voices were
gathered for this study the student group, Urban Youth Ambassadors facilitated the data
collection activities. As an organization this group hires and trains approximately 150
students a year from inner-city high schools in the Denver Metro area. Their mission is to
improve learning and achievement through making the voices of youth part of the change
process in schools. They use action research, leadership development, and community
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partnerships to accomplish this goal. School leaders throughout the state contract with
Urban Youth Ambassadors to conduct interviews, focus groups, or to speak on decisionmaking teams; the student facilitators receive extensive training on data collection and
analysis from local university professors. In the Urban Youth Ambassadors process no
adults are involved in the focus group sessions. Student facilitators were trained by local
university professors in focus group and individual interviewing techniques. This
organization sent student facilitators to conduct focus groups with urban youth of color in
two high schools. These facilitators also analyzed data from the transcripts of the focus
groups. It was expected that racial bias was mitigated because the facilitators were the
same race and sex as the students in their respective groups.
The “Race of Interviewer Effect” (Davis, 2003) can occur when a study participant
mitigates the responses he or she is willing to share based on the race of the interviewer.
Davis (2003) stated, “Respondents try to look better in the eyes of the interviewer by
expressing opinions that conform to perceived interviewer expectations or wider societal
norms” (p. 33). In a cross-racial interview vital information may not be uncovered
because the participant will not divulge information to the White interviewer out of a lack
of trust (Rhodes, 1994). Sometimes the participant is polite toward the interviewer yet not
forthright. The information a participant chooses to give changes with the context and
issue involved. Rhodes argued that race and power relationships impact an investigation
but they do not have to. Every person, every context is unique. It is not guaranteed that an
urban youth of color will have superior objectivity. However, Rhodes does argue that
when an issue under study includes racial content that responses will likely be more
authentic when the race of the participant is the same as the race of the interviewer. The
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design of this study mitigated possible effects related to the race of the interviewer
through the use of the peer facilitators.
In addition to the concerns about responses from urban youth of color, there are
concerns that White interviewers will interpret the findings through a cultural filter that
may miss some important aspects of the responses. Some dimensions could be “invisible”
to the White researcher. Therefore having the transcripts analyzed by the student
facilitators who have the same racial background as the participants provided an
opportunity to listen to the interpretation of peers and illuminate areas of potential
blindness of the White researcher.
The decision to use focus groups was deliberate because there were insights that
would be less accessible without the interaction of a group (Morgan, 1997). Morgan
explains, “The comparisons that participants make among each other’s experiences and
opinions are a valuable source of insights into the complex behaviors and motivations”
(p. 15). Creswell (2007) adds that focus groups are advantageous when:


Interaction between interviewees will likely yield information



Interviewees are similar & cooperative with each other



Time to collect information is limited



Interviewees may be hesitant to share information one-on-one (p. 133)

Historically, focus groups are used to understand how a population reacts to stimuli in
their environment (Morgan, 1997). Morgan reported how Merton was one of the first
social scientists to use focus groups to study the impact of propaganda on the morale of
soldiers in World War II. (p. 4). Later, the focus group method was used by marketing
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executives to study the impact of a new product campaign. The use of this method was
instrumental in giving planners feedback so they could adjust where needed to improve
the soldiers or consumers’ experience. Focus groups were selected so that important
feedback could be gathered for educational leaders to improve the experience for urban
students of color.
In addition to the focus group data, a survey was used to capture responses from
every student and extend understanding of student thinking. The Urban Youth
Ambassadors student analysis was used to check for researcher bias and increase the
reliability of the findings.
Study Design and Role of the Researcher. After the researcher selected the
district for the study, the student leaders from Urban Youth Ambassadors were invited to
meet the district assistant superintendent. They generated enough interest by the district
to gain access to two schools. Once the purpose of the study was approved and the
relationship was established between the district and Urban Youth Ambassadors a series
of meetings took place to design the mechanics of data collection. The student leaders
from Urban Youth Ambassadors held introductory meetings at each of the high schools.
Student facilitators asked principals of the schools to share their efforts and successes in
closing the achievement gaps. Planning meetings were held at each high school with
leadership teams (school counselors, teachers, and other interested staff members). The
sessions involved refining the central research question, developing the focus group
questions and defining the participants. Each of the schools involved met with the student
leaders from Urban Youth Ambassadors and the researcher to write and revise the
questions for the structured focus group sessions and the surveys. Both schools were
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going to use the same questions and therefore had to review the questions and agree on
them. These planning meetings involved a student leader facilitating a discussion with
school leaders, Urban Youth Ambassadors leaders, and the researcher. The student leader
asked the group about what kinds of perceptions to design the study to gain access too.
The questions were generated through discussion. Over the course of several meetings
the questions were refined into what was used in the study. The purpose of this study to
elicit the authentic voices of students was enhanced by the participation of students from
Urban Youth Ambassadors in the data collection process.
Each focus group met for one session that lasted one hour; these sessions included
a survey at the conclusion of the focus group discussion. Each focus group was
segmented by a specific sex and race. The focus group facilitators were then matched up
with the groups that were most like them. The sessions were held on the respective
campuses during school hours. The students were pulled from their normal schedules to
participate. In addition to the interview portion of the study, the participants completed a
short survey. Once the sessions were complete the recordings went back to the Urban
Youth Ambassadors office for transcription and analysis. The student facilitators
completed the analysis and created a report for the schools. They then sent all the
recordings and transcripts as well as the analysis to the researcher. At this time the
researcher generated findings independently and as a last step reviewed the student
analysis. See the timeline (figure 5) to review how each respective stakeholder proceeded
in this study.
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Figure 5 Study Design Timeline

Site and Sample Selection
Site Selection. The school district was selected because it met the profile of being an
urban school district with a large population of students of color. Students come from
over 135 countries and speak more than 115 languages. 38% of the students are second
language learners, with 86% of them Spanish-speakers. 73% of students receive free or
reduced lunch.Total enrollment for the district was 36,297 K-12 students with
disaggregated data showing racial sub-groups as follows:
Native American
Asian
Black
Hispanic
White
Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander
Two or More Races

0.7%
4.6%
18.0%
54.3%
18.3%
0.5%
3.6%

Table 5: District demographic data (captured from district webpage December 2012)
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In addition, this site was selected based on convenience. The district was open to
the study because of its focus on closing the achievement gap for students of color. Over
the past several years, African American and Hispanic students in the district have
continued to demonstrate poor performance on state examinations. On the 2009 state tests
less than 20% of African American and Hispanic high school students passed the writing
test, less than 30% passed the science test and nearly 50% passed the math and reading
tests (Colorado Department of Education,
http://www.schoolview.org/ColoradoGrowthModel.asp). In the school district’s five-year
plan one major goal was to close the achievement gap. Schools were selected with the
assistance of the district equity superintendent based on convenience and the size of the
school’s student of color population. Initially, four schools were invited to participate
through contact with the principal. The two participating schools were selected based on
their willingness to participate. These schools also had a vested interest in closing the
achievement gap as can be observed in the past four years of state testing results (table 6).
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MATH
State Testing Results
SCHOO

READING
State Testing Results

2009

2010

2011

2012

2009

2010

2011

2012

Black %
Proficien
t or
Advance
d (P/A)

13

14

14

16

44

44

38

43

Hispanic
% P/A

17

19

17

22

48

44

48

55

White %
P/A

36

40

41

44

70

63

68

75

Black
Median
Growth
Percentil
e (MGP)

54

45

50

49

49

39

47

51

Hispanic
MGP

50

52

50

58

52

48

59

62

White
MGP

58

46

51

49

52

40

54

56

LA

(School B)
Black %
Proficien
t or
Advance
d (P/A)

17

12

11

17

51

47

36

46

Hispanic
% P/A

15

15

18

18

42

43

46

46

White %
P/A

33

35

31

26

71

72

62

64

Black
(MGP)

59

54

56

59

62

52

51

49

Hispanic
MGP

53

52

59

53

66

47

61

54

White
MGP

57

50

48

52

67

52

55

59

Table 6: Participating Schools’ State Testing Results by Race
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Sample Selection. At each campus the principal has assembled a team of teachers and
staff members to develop equity plans for the school. These school leadership teams
selected participants for the focus groups based upon the study criteria which included
students of color. Both high schools wanted to understand how African American or
Hispanic male students’ perceived schooling compared to the African American or
Hispanic female students. Consequently, high school personnel identified students that
reflected the particular site’s interest or need. Table 7 shows the demographic data of
participants:
SCHOOL A
Male participants



19 African American
Ninth to twelfth graders

Female participants



19 African American
Ninth to Twelfth graders

SCHOOL B
Male participants




Eleven Hispanic/ Latino
Eight African American
Ninth to twelfth graders

Female participants




Six Hispanic/Latino
Eight African American,
Ninth to twelfth graders

Table 7: Focus Group Participants

Instrumentation
This study developed and utilized three methodological tools: structured focus
groups, a survey and a student facilitator analysis of the focus groups. The questions on
both the survey and the interview were formulated in a collaborative process between the
researcher, the school leadership teams, and Urban Youth Ambassadors facilitators.
Focus Groups. According to Morgan (1997) there are several steps follow when
creating focus groups: (a) use homogeneous strangers, (b) have 6-9 participants per
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group, (c) rely on a structured interview, and (d) have three to five groups per project
(p.34). The focus group questions were based upon the study literature review and the
interests of the local school leadership teams. Hope theory provided much of the focus as
well as literature that centered on closing the achievement gap. Questions were designed
to illicit responses concerning agency, goal orientation, and pathways thinking (Snyder,
1994).
Leadership teams, comprised of the principal and lead teachers, from each high
school provided input on the focus group questions which were based on the study
literature review topics. The focus group questions (Table 8) provided structure to the
four sessions at each high school.
1. What do your teachers do to make you want to be successful in the
classroom?
2. Are you motivated to graduate? What motivates you?
3. Where do you see yourself in 4-5 years?
4. Do you feel respected by your teacher in the classroom?
5. Do you feel you respect your teachers in the classroom?
6. What distracts you from doing your best in school?
7. What supports you to do your best?
8. How does your family/living situation affect you in doing your best in
school?
9. How do you get inspired by your teachers?
10. Is there anything else you would like to share?
Table 8: Focus Group Questions

There was approximately one question for every five minutes of discussion time.
The questions were in student friendly language. In addition, focus group questions were
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reviewed by school district personnel prior to use in order to mitigate or remove potential
psychological distress.
Survey. The survey included questions (Table 9) generated during a collaborative
investigation development process described below.
Survey questions required individual responses and did not benefit from group
interaction. Survey questions (Appendix A) included questions based on the Hope Scale
(Snyder 1999). Snyder’s Hope Scale questions are shaded within Table 9. The survey
used a 5 point Likert scale.
Specific survey questions related to specific research questions. The survey
questions were developed from the meetings with Urban Youth Ambassadors leadership
(students and supervisors), principals and their leadership teams (teachers, counselors,
and other staff). They had interests that guided the suggestions. In addition, survey
questions were reviewed by school district personnel prior to use in order to mitigate or
remove potential psychological distress.
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Survey Question
Q1: Do I feel supported at
school?
Q2: Do my classes challenge
me?
Q3: Do my teachers support
me when they challenge me?
Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?

Q5: Do I feel that if I put my
best effort forward I will get
positive results?
Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?

Q7: I think I am doing well.
Q8: I can think of many ways
to get the things in life that
are most important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as well as
other kids my age.
Q10: I can come up with lots
of ways to solve my
problems.
Q11: Things I have done in
past will help me in my
future.
Q12: When others might quit,
I can find ways to solve
problems.

Research Question Connection
RQ2. What sources of support do urban youth of
color identify?
This question was generated by a school leader and
did not have any connection to this study.
RQ2. What sources of support do urban youth of
color identify?
RQ1. How do urban youth of color describe their
role in the educational system?
RQ3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of
color identify?
RQ3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of
color identify?
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?
RQ3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of
color identify?
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?
RQ1. How do urban youth of color describe their
role in the educational system?
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?
This question was generated from Snyder’s Hope
Scale. This question is indirectly related to agencyRQ 4.
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?
RQ4. What academic goals and strategies to reach
these goals do urban youth identify?

Table 9 Survey Questions
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Data Collection
Focus Groups. Students from Urban Youth Ambassadors conducted eight focus
groups. There were three to four Urban Youth Ambassadors team members per focus
group. Each group had a facilitator who led the discussion and a co-facilitator who
assisted in the discussion by asking for clarification and taking notes on a flip chart in
front of the group. The last members were the Data Recorder and an Extra Data Recorder
to capture student responses via the digital recorders and a computer. Focus group
sessions were conducted and attended by students only to increase the likelihood of
authentic student perceptions being voiced; no adults included. The facilitators recorded
each session using digital recordings, typed notes, and flip chart notes. The focus group
sessions took place on school grounds during school hours; this format minimized
students missing instructional time. The sessions began with student facilitators stating a
statement of purpose and explaining the benefit the participants might receive from the
process. The facilitators then posed one question verbally to the group at a time allowing
for group interaction. Sometimes the facilitator would probe or interject stories in
between student responses. There were two groups being conducted in independent
locations at the same time. The facilitators conducted one group then they conducted a
second group of different students approximately one hour after the first group started.
Survey. After the focus group questions were exhausted, the student facilitators
then passed out the survey questions. The student facilitators informed the students that
these were to be anonymous, no identifying information outside of sex and race were
collected on these. The student facilitators then collected these completed surveys to
bring back to the organizational headquarters for analysis.
45

Urban Youth Ambassadors Data. An independent analysis of the focus group
and survey data by student leaders of Urban Youth Ambassadors provided additional
information for study. The survey was analyzed by grouping responses that were in the
“All the Time” and “Frequently” sections and creating a percentage. These then were
listed in order from the greatest to the least. In addition the focus group transcripts were
analyzed through a review of the transcripts and a facilitator meeting with discussion
about the kinds of themes the student facilitators identified. The student analysis of data
was used to provide information on the potential of student-facilitated data collection
events.
Data Analysis
Focus Groups. The student facilitators transcribed the focus group recordings.
(The researcher later checked each transcript by listening through the recordings several
times). Then the student facilitators independently analyzed the transcriptions. Urban
Youth Ambassadors student facilitators’ coded common or frequently mentioned themes
from each session. The facilitators listed the responses in order from the most frequently
mentioned response to the least. Those listed near the top became the major themes.
When students finished their analysis the transcripts were sent to the researcher.
The researcher independently coded and analyzed the transcripts before referring to the
student facilitator analysis. The researcher listened multiple times to each recorded
session. Each time a student mentioned a source of support or a goal it was documented
(Appendix B). The coding process was repeated for each research question including:
barriers to engagement, and for student perceptions of his or her role in the school. Each
focus group question had a chart and on this chart significant quotes were recorded with a
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column for researcher comments and a column to connect the comment to a research
theme if possible. Table 10 contains an example of the chart for research question one, all
the other charts used in the study are located in Appendix B. Student responses did not
always pertain to the research questions so they were recorded separately and attention
was given to any repeated theme. Themes were developed from repeated responses (the
greatest common responses became themes). Though the schools organized the focus
groups so they might be able to compare by racial backgrounds and gender, the
researcher examined the responses collectively in order to support the investigation of the
focus for this study; urban students of color.
QUESTION 1
What do your teachers do to make you want to be successful in the classroom?

Selected Responses

Comment

Explain things well-

Teaching Quality (TQ)

Give one-on-one help

Andrade- Material Hope

Corresponding
Research
Question
2
2

Table 10 Sample Focus Group Analysis Chart

Survey. Surveys were examined to support the investigation of the research
questions. The surveys were grouped into respective categories by sex and ethnicity then
all the data was tabulated. All answers from “Always” and “Frequently” were combined
so that the overall positive responses could be viewed as one statistic. That created
disaggregated data for the student groups from African American Males (school A),
African American Males (school B), African American Females (school A), African
American Females (school B), Hispanic Males, and Hispanic Females. The percentages
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of each group were then aggregated so to get an overall percentage for all urban children
of color. Then the percentages were ranked from the highest to the lowest then used these
rankings to discuss the implications of these percentages.

Grades 9-12

African-American Males
N

Q1: Do I feel supported at
school?
Q2: Do my classes challenge
me?

All The
Time

Frequently

Sometimes

Very Little

Never

Total %

10

0%

50%

50%

0%

0% 100%

10

10%

60%

20%

10%

0% 100%

Table 11 Sample Survey Analysis Chart

In addition, the student responses were coded with a numerical value. All the time
= 5, Frequently = 4, Sometimes = 3, Very Little = 2 and Never = 1. Then for each
question an average response was calculated. Here is an example from three students’
responses:
Questions
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Student A

4

5

5

5

5

5

3

5

3

2

5

5

Student B

4

3

3

5

4

5

5

4

5

4

4

4

Student C

4

3

4

5

5

5

3

5

3

4

3

5

Table 12: Sample of Survey Responses Numerically Coded

Urban Youth Ambassadors Analysis. In this study, the independent analysis
from the student leaders of Urban Youth Ambassadors provided additional information.
The student analysis provided a comparative body of knowledge for the researcher’s own
analysis
Integrating the Data. After generating the themes from the focus group
responses, the survey data was used to extend the finding. Specific survey questions
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related to specific research questions. However, the responses to the focus group
questions related to several research questions. For example, when a student theme of
resilience was identified in focus group responses, the survey responses from question 12
(“When others might quit, I can find ways to solve problems”) was used to extend the
finding.
Role of Researcher
Though employed by the district, the researcher was not in a supervisory role
within the study schools nor with the students involved in this study. The district was
interested in this study for independent purposes. A concerted effort was made to limit
the impact of personal bias. As a student and educator for over twenty years, there are
certain beliefs and perspectives I had about what is happening in schools. This
background knowledge and any presuppositions therein were addressed by following
study protocols including:
1. Deliberate, intentional and repeated reading of the transcripts to listen to student
voice
2. The draft revision process with readers who assisted by analysis for bias
3. Independent analysis from Urban Youth Ambassadors student facilitators.

Specific tasks the researcher accomplished in this study included:
A. Study Design
B. Assisting in question development
C. Analysis
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The researcher did not participate in the data collection and all the logistics
involved. At this time in the study, the district and the Urban Youth Ambassadors were
managing the study independently of the researcher.
Confidentiality and Other Ethical Concerns
The district required Letters of Consent from the participating students’ parents
for participation in the focus groups and sharing of data with researchers. Students also
gave verbal assent to participate in the study. The researcher was not present for the focus
groups nor has identifying information about the high school students. Student
confidentiality was assured by keeping no records of student names on surveys, in notes,
or in the recordings.
Limitations
The limitations for this study involved the site and sample selection, and the
capacity of the student facilitators. The study may not be generalized to other schools
because it examined the perceptions of a small number of high school students. The
students from Urban Youth Ambassadors had varying levels of proficiency in facilitating
the group interactions. This variance may have impacted results. In addition, in
qualitative research there is always the possibility that students may not always share true
beliefs, perceptions, or feelings. Having student facilitators might also increase the
likelihood of a bias in favor of students. Regardless of these limitations, this study sought
to make a contribution to the literature.
Summary
In summary, the study created the opportunity for students to share perceptual
information through the use of focus group facilitators who were the same age, sex, and
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racial group, in the environment of their home school, with questions generated from a
diverse, collaborative group of people.
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Chapter 4: Findings

Introduction
This chapter presents the findings from the study of the voices of students
regarding their experience in school, specifically the findings related to the research
questions:
1. How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational system?
2. What sources of support do urban youth of color identify?
3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of color identify?
4. What academic goals and strategies to reach these goals do urban youth identify?

Survey Findings
The surveys were grouped into respective categories by sex and ethnicity then all
the data was tabulated. All answers from “Always” and “Frequently” were combined
(Table 11) so that the favorable responses created one numerical value to represent a
favorable response. The percentages of each group were placed on the chart (Appendix
F).
The responses from “All the Time” and “Frequently” were combined and then
placed into table 13.
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Responses from
Urban Youth of
Color

Questions

(All the time and
Frequently combined)

Question 1: Do you feel supported at school?
Question 2: Do your classes challenge you?
Question 3: Do your teachers support you when they challenge you?
Question 4: Do you believe you are a good learner?
Question 5: Do you feel that if you put your best effort forward you
will get positive results?
Question 6: Does what you do in school connect to your future?
Question 7: I think I am doing well.
Question 8: I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are
most important to me.
Question 9: I am doing just as well as other kids my age
Question 10: When I have a problem, I can come up with lots of
ways to solve it.
Question 11: I think the things I have done in the past will help me
in my future.
Question 12: Even when others want to quit, I know I can find ways
to solve this problem.

36%
52%
41%
77%
88%
72%
60%
78%
55%
49%
51%
76%

Table 13: Survey Results

The students did not feel the school supported them (36%). In fact the two lowest
results were both associated with the students’ perception of support from school. A
majority of students did not feel they were experiencing things in the past that helped
them in the future. On the other hand, there were many high scores for the pathways and
agency questions. 88% believed that good results will come when the students are able to
put their best efforts forward.
In addition to the analysis of percentage agreement, each of the student responses
were given a value from 1 (never) to 5 (Always). Then the average response for each
question was calculated (figure 6).
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5

Average Agreement Levels for Urban Youth of
Color

4.5

Degree of Agreement

4
3.5
3
2.5
4.2

2
1.5

3.4

3.6

4.6

4.2

3.5

1
0.5
0
Do you feel
Do your
Do your Do you believe Do you feel Does what you
supported at
classes
teachers
you are a good that if you put do in school
school?
challenge you? support you
learner?
your best
connect to
when they
effort forward your future?
challenge you?
you will get
positive
results?

Figure 6: Average Survey Responses from Urban Youth of Color

The results for the Hope Scale were placed on a separate chart to give a picture of
the hope construct (figure 7). See Appendix F for the full calculations.
Looking at the responses with these figures shows that the first three questions
have the lowest responses. These questions are concerned with the level of support the
students perceive in the school as well as the level of challenge in their classes. The other
results are fairly high and are concerned with the self-concepts these students have about
their quality as a learner, about the effect of their best efforts and about the connection of
the school to their future.
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Student response to the questions 7-12 (Snyder’s Hope Scale) shared that students
for the most part felt they could find ways to get what they believed was important
(figure 7).

Degree of Agreement

The Hope Scale Results for Urban Youth of
Color
4.6
4.4
4.2
4
3.8
3.6
3.4
3.2

4.4
3.9

4

3.8

3.8

3.7

I think I am I can think of I am doing When I have a
doing well. many ways to just as well as problem, I can
get the things other kids my come up with
in life that are
age
lots of ways to
most
solve it
important to
me

I think the
things I have
done in the
past will help
me with my
future.

Even when
others want
to quit, I know
that I can find
ways to solve
this problem.

Figure 7: Average Survey (Hope Scale) Response from Urban Children of Color

They also felt strongly that they could persevere when others wanted to give up.
They were not so keen on finding many ways to solve a problem, or believing they were
doing as well as other peers
Overall the survey results showed what appeared to be high levels of selfconfidence. The survey showed students felt positive about their abilities to get results
when they put forward their best efforts. They believed they were good learners but 45%
believed they were not doing as well as other students their age.
The students felt they were working at school with no support.
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Focus Group Findings
After listening to the audiotapes multiple times, reviewing transcripts and charting
responses by focus group question, themes emerged from the student responses.
The researcher independently coded and analyzed the transcripts before referring
to the student facilitator analysis. Each time a student mentioned a source of support, a
barrier, or a goal it was documented (Appendix B). To gather the data for research
question one, about the student’s perceived role, inferences were made as students spoke
about their locus of control, their ability to overcome obstacles, or about their proactivity.
The analysis included a chart for each focus group question where significant
quotes were recorded with a column for researcher comments and a column to connect
the comment to a research theme if possible. All the charts were converted into the
documents located in Appendix B. Student responses did not always pertain to the
research questions so they were recorded separately and attention was given to any
repeated theme. Some of these unrelated themes were:


Coming to school high on drugs



Selling drugs



A dislike of the principal



Security guards on campus

Themes were developed from repeated responses (the greatest common responses
became themes). Table 15 contains representative responses that gave direction for the
themes related to each research question. Full transcripts are located in Appendix C.
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What do your teachers do to make you want to be successful in the classroom?
“We ask questions and like I feel
like it’s a dumb question but they
make it seem like it’s not though
it’s just like helps me like I don’t
feel dumb.”

“They give you, like
when you do good
work they give you
credit for it.”

“Our teachers don’t
really help me. She is
just like, “You do it or
you don’t- I don’t really
care.”

Are you motivated to graduate? What motivates you?
“I’m trying to be that one kid in
my family that actually makes
it…So I’m just trying to be that
one kid to make my mom proud…
I want to be that one person that
did not give my mom heartache.”

“To be the first one in
my family to go to
college.”

“To have a better
future. I have a good
life now, but I want to
have a better life for my
kids when I grow up.”

Where do you see yourself in 4-5 years?
“I see myself in college and after
college I haven’t decided the exact
thing I want to do…”

“I just plan to be a
mother with kids.”

“I see myself in the
military; most of my
family has gone into the
military.”

Do you feel respected by your teacher in the classroom?
I don’t ever see any respect so I
can’t really tell you what it would
look like. All my teachers are like
that they’ll tell you you’re stupid or
just ignore you and walk away.

Well, most of my
teachers try.

They don’t care about
your age they treat you
like you’re a little kid.
They tell you to shut up

Do you feel you respect your teachers in the classroom?
I think if you disrespect me, I’m
going to disrespect you back ,if you
show me respect I’m going to give
you respect ,even though I may not
show you respect in the beginning ,
I will show you respect back

“I treat them how
they treat me… They
raise their voice then
I raise my voice back
at them too”
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And then when teachers
ignore me and I know
when people ignore me ,
and then she moves on
without answering me,
and I feel like I’m not
going to respect you

What distracts you from doing your best in school?
Dramatics at this school- we all
got to stop working because some
girl is crying in the corner. Or in
the middle of class when
somebody starts to cuss out
somebody. People do it on
purpose.

When a teacher
tells me I can’t do it
or won’t make it







Gang banging
fuck school I’m about to
go sell these rocks , I’m
cripping
fine ass girls
smoking

What supports you to do your best?
“Teachers who really want you to
graduate… The ones that actually
care about our education”

“My friends
because… they
motivate me to do
my best”

“Parents; if I don’t go to
college I’m getting kicked
out of the house for sure”

How does your family/living situation affect you in doing your best in school?
“Cause there’s no money coming
in from my dad and we are about
to lose our house and we don’t
know where we are going to live
what’s going to happen, I can’t
focus because I don’t know where
we are going to be at...”

“Seeing how we
live … makes me
want to do a whole
bunch better, then
what I am living in
now, when I get my
college degree…”

“My living situation is I
have a lot of people in my
house they are my family
…and it’s like my aunty
and I had to fight for her to
leave because she’s an
alcoholic and the whole
situation is making me
stressed…”

How do you get inspired by your teachers?
“I don’t know. I had a teacher
“When they give
who said he doesn’t care if we
you real life
failed at night because he still gets
examples.”
sleep at night. They still get paid.”
Is there anything else you would like to share?
“Last year I had this teacher, he
would like separate the people that
he considered dumb and he would
like put them in the back.”

“It’s hard to focus
on school when a
lot is going on.”

Table 14: Focus Group Findings
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“They make the class fun
and make you want to go
back to class.”

He (teacher) is racist
towards the colored
students… Don’t assume
that because of the color
of their race that they are
just dumb all the time …

In summary, the focus group responses showed that overall students did not feel
school was a supportive place. Many responses were characterized by strong emotions of
dislike for teachers who they perceived to be unkind. As far as motivation and goal
orientation, some students were motivated to do well so that they could be the first in the
family to graduate and go to college. Others were motivated to create a better future
financially then the one they currently lived in.
Integrating the Findings
The focus group transcripts and the surveys were analyzed in reference to the
research questions. At this time the student facilitator analysis was not included so that
the findings would be uninfluenced by the student facilitator’s conclusions. The themes
for each question follow:
How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational system?
Three themes emerged from the student responses to the roles students thought
they played in schools.
A passive role. Throughout the focus group transcripts repeated statements were
made about feeling trapped in school. Many other statements were made about how
powerless students felt in terms of reaching educational goals.


“I don’t like how I walk into the school; it feels like a prison.”



“You got like security guards walk around if there is a group of black kids
then they will just keep watching that group.”



“Teachers abuse their power.”
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“I’m just ready to get out of high school. Four years of this, man I’m ready
to go- you know actually focus on something that I know I want to do in
my life … I’m ready to move on - I am ready to start my life for real.”



“They change the subject every day.”



“They don’t try hard enough to push us.”

A proactive role. The second theme centered on resilience or perseverance. These
students identified many of the same challenges as the first group but in addition to these
barriers, they spoke about how they overcome the challenges through determination,
seeking help, and an internal drive (agency). These students decided to overcome
obstacles and get an education regardless of the perceived poor instruction or alleged
offensive treatment they experienced in the classrooms. Others, though still
acknowledging that the odds were against them, presented a practical and proactive
orientation toward the school. When they felt confused in class, they took measures to
gain understanding. Some of them spoke about finding one-on-one time after school.
Some spoke about persisting to ask questions even when teachers ignored them.


“I can care less if a teacher respects me because as long as I get my
education and I’m passing the class I’m fine”.



“What they try to do is they try to put in my head that I am never going to
make it, and that pushes me harder.”



“When they (teachers) tell us that they don’t care if we fail, that just kind
of motivates me to like shut ‘em up and pass.”
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“In my honors biology class it’s like, when I am trying to learn and ask
questions, he ignores me… I’m like, you’re not going to sit here and fail
me.”
One girl described the difference between her approach and failing students:
Some teachers… actually like sit down with you and give you that extra
effort to get you into things at the school… well that’s because I ask for it.
But like for student who don’t really ask there’s only like a select group of
teachers who will go to the students and ask them what they will like to do
around school.
Again, the difference between the two themes appears to be the choices students
are making in response to the barriers. One disengaged while the other increased focus
and developed new pathways to achieve academic goals.
A representative role. The third theme was one that focused on family more than
the issues within the school. Students that develop this orientation towards school have a
mission to bring honor back to the family. A few students shared about the heavy
emotional toll this takes in their lives.


“I will be the first to graduate high school. All my brothers and sistersthey didn’t finish high school, they didn’t go to college... everybody looks
up to me as a young role model to be the first to actually be able to say
that I actually did it.”
 “My family members will say, ‘Ah yeah, you’re smart, you goin to go to
college. Don’t forget about us when you make it.’ It just feels like I’m
carrying the weight of my family on my shoulders.”
 “I’m trying to be that one kid in my family that actually makes it. ... So
I’m just trying to be that one kid to make my mom proud... that one person
that did not give my mom heartache.”
 “It’s your family and then like nobody graduated and you’re like the only
one.”
These students are determined to have a different story from those of family
members that did not achieve academically. They want to gain an education for the
family. This was the most repeated theme found in the focus group responses. Many
students spoke about trying to break the family patterns of poverty, prisons, and
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unrealized dreams. Other students shared how they are working to be role models for the
younger siblings in their lives. They spoke about wanting to show an example of how to
go down a different path. Question five on the survey refers to the belief that a student
has concerning the application of their best efforts. Eighty-eight percent believed that
their best efforts would yield desirable results by making efforts to overcome whatever
obstacles they face.
Three themes about the role of urban youth in education emerged from the student
responses: those who feel like passive, unengaged, and unwelcomed; those who feel
resilient, and those who saw themselves as representing their respective families at
school.
What sources of support do urban youth of color identify?
Responses to sources of support were found in both the survey and focus group
data. Responses for sources of support yielded 21 separate kinds of responses that were
grouped into three themes: High Teacher/Student Relationship Quality, High Teacher
Quality, and Family Encouragement (Table 12).
In the literature review Noguera wrote about the importance of a strong teacher to
student relationship. In general students that perceived support from the schools that
serve them centered on the following:
High teacher/student relationship quality (TSRQ). When the students spoke
about supportive teachers, they described them as caring yet demanding.


“They like push you, like push you to do your best. Like my math teacher
pulled me aside one-day and said he sees better in me than what I can do,
and it’s like words of encouragement.”
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“It’s just easier to have teachers that you can always trust…Because if you
really think they’ll help you, when most teachers won’t, but if you trust
that teacher and you are kind of close with them then they will take the
time to help you and stuff.”

Students perceived that teachers who built productive relationships took time to
listen to student opinions. The students felt that these teachers went out of their way to
make time to work with them. They initiated discussions about attendance or academic
progress with the students. Actions like these seemed to help the students perceive that
the teachers trusted them. When these students described teachers who supported them,
they spoke about a productive relationship. They spoke about a teacher that they
perceived had high expectations. These teachers also listened to the students and knew
the students’ interests, passions, and future hopes. Often they can connect the objectives
in the class with those of the students’ career interests. When these teachers heard
students share about the difficulties of school or life, these teachers shared inspirational
stories or autobiographical stories. Similar to the findings in Ferguson’s (2003) research,
these students showed an appreciation for teachers with both high expectations and
available assistance.
The students identified a theme of high quality relationships with teachers. The
students believed these types of relationships were rare. “I only have one teacher like
that, out of six…”A senior student shared, “I never had a teacher like that.”
High teaching quality (HTQ). Students praised teachers who could explain things
well. It helped them avoid having to ask questions because they understood the concepts
when the teacher was explaining things. Students further described classrooms that
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interested them. The teachers connected classroom learning with career pursuits. One
student mentioned how the teacher designed “fun lessons.” Students described how much
it meant to them when a teacher knew their students well. One student remarked that the
teacher works with her individually on what he knows she needed to improve. Students
believed they were supported when the help provided was precise; and there was no time
wasted on things they already knew. In addition, this teacher provided what DuncanAndrade (2009, p. 183) calls material hope by giving up her lunch time or planning time
to tutor students who were struggling. If a student needed extra time to complete
homework, this kind of teacher extended the homework deadline for the student. Students
felt these actions showed a teacher’s understanding and compassion. Several students
mentioned that getting specific feedback was important to them. This helped them feel
motivated to keep pushing themselves. A student shared this about the power of positive
feedback,


“Like the first day you walk in their class you already know them, you can
tell who’s going to be a good teacher and who’s not.”



“They support us. They let us voice our opinions, like they don’t need our
opinions, but they just let us do it.”



“There is some positive teachers that believe in you… Those that believe
in me help me gain confidence that I am going to make it.”

This student went on to discuss how he hears feedback every day about the good
work he is doing in class. This teaching practice, of observation, and communication on
the student’s work has long been a regular part of quality instruction. Students appeared
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to appreciate teachers who gave them positive attention, additional time, encouragement,
and the opportunity to have input on the activities in the classroom. In addition, when
activities were well planned, engaging, and challenging the students shared how they
gained confidence and academic success.
Family encouragement. Most students spoke about how a parent pushed them to
study and do well in school so that they could provide a better life. These students spoke
about how they would get in trouble for bringing home bad grades. These actions seemed
to cause the students to perceive that education was valued in their homes. Some students
shared that education could bring a family relief. Most of the students in the focus groups
shared how they would be the first to graduate from college (some even to be the first to
graduate from high school). Students commented on how their parents who worked in
prisons or had a construction jobs were eager for their children to get an education and a
better way of making a living. Though these students believed education was a means to
an end, an end of bringing honor to the family and a better life for their future familiesthese students also believed that their families had faith in them.
My mom she has really made an effort to take me out of the state
to show me other opportunities and other things I can experience if
I make something out of myself. Like, she took me to New York,
and she showed me a bunch of companies and schools and stuff
and that really showed me that there’s a lot more out there.
My uncle supports me outside of school cause in math I’m not
there all the way so he’s a little smarty pants so he helps me.
They believed that their families expected them to pass and graduate. Sometimes
the students had someone in the family who would provide some instructional support
on homework. In many of the transcripts family played a significant role in motivating
students to achieve.
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In summary, the students identified three main sources of support. All three were
people oriented, the reinforcement each person gained from family members or teachers
and the abilities teachers had to provide quality education. The students referred to the
relationships in their lives as primary responses to what they identified as supportive.
Table 15 displays the themes with selected responses students gave.
While there were three themes that captured the responses of sources of support
for the respondents in this study (High Teacher Quality, High Teacher/Student
Relationship Quality, and, Family Encouragement), five barriers to engagement emerged
from the student responses: Low Teacher/Student Relationship Quality, Low Teaching
Quality, Family Discouragement, Distracting School Culture, and Limiting Mental
Models.

Sources of Support

THEME

Student Generated Examples
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High TSRQ
(Teacher/Student
Relationship Quality)

High TQ (Teaching Quality)

Family Encouragement

























Know my name, my academic needs
Establishes trust
Makes himself/herself available to support
Understanding/warm
Cares and pursues me
Pushes me with high expectations
Talks with and not to you
Listens to students’ voices
Answers questions kindly
High expectations
Knows what I need
Gives feedback
Disciplines and maintains a controlled class
Makes class fun
Tells inspiring stories
Relevance to future goals
Supports one-on-one
Offers extra help (lunch or afterschool)
Communicates high expectations
Lectures on the importance of education
Trips to expose possibilities
Fosters vision of a better life
Siblings role models

Table 15: Summarized Student Responses for Sources of Support

What barriers to engagement do urban youth of color identify?
Interestingly, several barriers had also been identified as sources of support. This
consistency revealed some elements of the educational process with a high degree of
potential to impact students’ ability to engage and be supported in schools. For example,
a teacher can be a source of support if he or she has developed a high quality relationship
characterized by personalization and high expectations. A teacher can be a barrier too if
he or she develops a low quality relationship characterized by a lack of trust and support.
A teacher can be a source of support if he or she has a high capability to provide an
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engaging, supportive, and challenging learning environment. A teacher can be a barrier if
he or she does not possess a high capability to create such an environment. The school
climate also has the potential of being a source of support or a barrier to engagement.
School climate, teaching quality (feedback, student input, and knowledge of
students), and student/teacher relational quality (high expectations, personalization,
support) are all parts of the educational process that can be influenced and changed. .
Low teacher/student relational quality (TSRQ). The students shared many stories
of teachers who they perceived to use shame, sarcasm, and intimidation in daily practice.
Many participants repeated the same sentiment, Students told several unsettling stories
about teachers and the hostile communication coming from them.


“Teachers abuse their power- like, they can say something to you, but if
you say something back, right there you go to the dean…They don’t care
about your age. They treat you like you’re a little kid. They tell you to shut
up.”



“The teachers sometimes make fun of you. Like coach he said to one of
my fat friends, ‘Look there’s a donut up there (up the climbing rope) why
don’t you try to get it?’ ”



“All my teachers are like that, they’ll tell you you’re stupid or just ignore
you and walk away.”



“Our teachers just don’t care.”



“I feel like there’s some teachers that will straight call you stupid in front
of everybody- in front, when you ask a question straight up. Like that’s a
stupid question, why did you ask that?”
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Another student expressed some strong feelings about alleged teacher interactions
she had in her classroom:
Some teachers will just straight up like make you feel retarded and just not
want to ask questions anymore after that… I think it has a real negative
effect and it wasn’t only me though it was like other students like they just
stopped like half the class asking questions.

The teacher/student relationship was perceived to become a barrier to academic
achievement when the teacher exhibited a lack of caring, a lack of support, and a lack of
high expectations.
There is a strong connection between classroom engagement and a students’
perception that the teacher cares (Noguera, 2011). In the learning environment there will
be times when students are vulnerable to ridicule. Besides shutting down, participants
made many comments about how angry they felt. There exchanges were disrespectful,
oppositional, and hostile. Students believed the teachers used intimidation to get control.
Representative comments included:


“When they piss me off- yeah, I treat them how they treat me… They
raise their voice then I raise my voice back at them too.”



“If you piss me off I’ll go off on you.”



“My teacher likes to yell … Mr. B, thinks he has to yell at us to get us to
do what they want,”



“Don’t yell at me because I don’t like being disrespected and of course I
am going to give you an attitude.”
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While most students spoke generally about teachers, there were several specific
teachers mentioned in the final open-ended question: Is there anything you would like to
add that you haven’t already shared?
A recurring theme that emerged from student responses centered on seating
assignments.

My math teacher he actually put the four kids, the most unsuccessful kids
in a corner in the back and he actually came to talk to us and he was like,
‘So I put you guys together for a reason and if you feel like learning or
you feel like doing anything just do it, but I put you back here so if you
talk you won’t distract me.’ ”
Last year I had this teacher, he would like separate the people that he
considered dumb and he would like put them in the back. And the people
that would kiss up he’ll keep in the front. And he’ll give the front half A’s
and the rest something else.
The back of the room was associated with the trouble-makers and the “dumb” students.
It was also mentioned that there was sometimes a racial preference in the seating
assignments.


“In math, our teacher… he has it where black kids in the back, White kids
in the front so I’m trying to find out what the teachers is saying and I’m
getting my work done. But when I go to check my grades, its bad grades
and I asked if I can move up front and he said, ‘No stay in the back. That’s
where it’s good for you.’ It makes me feel bad.”



“My English teacher had new seats but most of the White kids were on the
left side and the black on the right side and then she started teaching the
left side the whole time.”
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“Last year there was this one White girl in my photography class and the
teacher like chose her over everything… it just makes us (Hispanic
students) feel like not equal in the classroom.”



“Mr. S is a terrible teacher because he is racist towards the colored
students… Don’t assume that because of the color of their race that they
are just dumb all the time and go to the White girls for all the answers. Or
don’t think that because we worked as a group that she (White girl) is the
one that did all the work.”

Some of the students explained that teachers are not always doing these kinds of
things intentionally, “Some teachers don’t even know they are doing it.” These students
did not trust their teachers.
Low teaching quality (LTQ). Another emerging theme from the student responses
concerned a teacher’s ability to deliver instruction. Many students believed that some
teachers did not have a strong capacity to deliver instruction. Students continually
discussed disengaged teachers, inefficient teachers, and teachers that needed training.


“I don’t think they try hard enough to teach us.”



One student described his class as noisy. He said students were running
around, texting, cussing, and doing whatever they wanted. According to
him, the teacher was not doing anything about it. “I had a teacher like that
last year and now I can’t keep up with my math.”
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“Those podcasts- we have to take notes. I don’t understand because you’re
not teaching me anything and then the test comes and I fail.”



Several other students also spoke of their perception that a teacher had
little or no ability to manage student behavior. One complained that he is
not learning as much as he could because his teacher stops instructing to
correct a fight, or settle a disruption. These kinds of interruptions were a
common part of his educational experience. When he has lost instructional
time in repeated lessons the cumulative effect is detrimental to academic
achievement.



One student said that his teacher expects him to fill out the worksheets on
his own and he teaches for “only five minutes”.



Another student shared about how the constant shift in focus in his math
class confuses him and other students.

This student did not have a clear understanding of the goals for mathematics for
his class. He felt like the teacher was pulling lessons out randomly and at a pace in which
he was not able to grasp a certain concept before the next one was introduced. He
disengaged and began to be part of the disruptive group in his class.
In another response the student described a teacher who lost the engagement of
his class by lowering his expectations. This teacher began doing some of the work for
students and reduced the amount of work the students had to do by themselves.
He does our work for us, so we are all sitting here thinking, ‘Well,
we get off easy because he does all the work for us.’ And it affects
our learning because nobody turns in their work. We brought it to
his attention but he said, ‘If I let you guys work together you all
will copy off of one person’ … and I was like, ‘Hold up! I can do
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my own work’ … and he was like, ‘That’s not what it seems like.
You just seem like you’re going to copy off someone’ … he just
made it seem like we are stupid. It affects our learning because no
one gets anything- so we don’t do anything.
These students also described the disengagement that results from a lack of rigor and
low expectations. The students expressed how they believed they were cheated by these
teachers:
Some students put more- like- effort than the teachers do. Like- sometimes
the teachers don’t really care and I think that’s really disrespectful to some
of the students that do care. And, yeah- I just don’t think it’s fair how
some of the teachers don’t put in a lot of effort to like give the kids good
grades and stuff.

Another student thought there was a need to give feedback on how a particular
teacher handled racial topics. Students faced another barrier to engagement when a
teacher had a lack of cultural proficiency. One student shared that in a lesson about the
Civil Rights Movement; the teacher asked only African American students to share what
he or she knew about it. One African American student believed she was singled out and
did not share very much. The teacher made a comment about how sad it was that the only
black students in the class could not describe the major events of the Civil Rights
Movement. A student perceived that another teacher had good intentions but was unable
to connect with her students,
I got this teacher, she stereotypes all the time. I don’t know why she brings
up race often in her class. She talks about peoples’ races and stuff and
sometimes she talks about how your grades compare to that. It’s weird
because she tries to be nice about it.
One student believed that the root cause was not race, but that the teachers had
low expectations because the school itself served a community marked by poverty,
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They probably expect you to be exactly like your environment you know.
Have you ever heard that phrase, “Don’t be a product of your
environment?” Stuff like that, whatever happens outside of school. They
expect you to bring it inside of school, which is why they shut down in
front of you.
He believed that the teachers would believe differently had they been in another
part of town where students came from middle or upper-class families. He was agitated
and angrily wanted teachers to look at him differently.
Another student attributed the teacher’s perspective to his or her view of the
neighborhoods the students lived in. At one point he spoke about teachers whose school
served a more affluent neighborhood,
We aren’t in a high class neighborhood so they expect the students – over
there to have a good educational background. The teachers over here don’t
expect the same… they see the background we come from. They think we
are so ghetto.

Limiting mental models (LMM). Students hold beliefs about who they are. These
beliefs are under the surface and influence everything that happens in the classroom. One
girl compared herself to a sibling, “My sister …all her life she got all A’s, honor roll,
4.5… I get 2.78s.”
Much discussion took place around a student’s power struggles with teachers. When a
teacher moved a student to the back of the room because she talked too much in class, the
student focused her energy on continuing the talking and enjoying her friends in class,
“My teacher thinks if you move me I’m not going to talk… I know everyone so I talk to
everyone.”
She sees school as a place to win power struggles and that the teachers are the
opponents in this contest.
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When students spent time thinking about the power struggles or thinking about
the lack of ability they possess, it creates a barrier they will need to overcome in order to
stretch and grow as students.
Family discouragement. Some of the students shared about how they cannot focus
because of what is happening in his life. One student shared,
There’s no money coming in from my dad, and we are about to
lose our house, and we don’t know where we are going to
live… what’s going to happen. I can’t focus because I don’t
know where we are going to be at... and so I’m trying to find a
job to help and so it’s like- hard.
Besides the inability to keep his mind on learning tasks, he is about to fill his
free time (homework, studying time) with a job. Another student spoke about getting
a job to help his grandmother pay her bills and help him or her keep the house.
Students are feeling the pressure of bills and potential homelessness in the midst of
their attempts to be students.
One student shared about how he sells drugs to relieve some of the financial
pressures in his family. He said that he wanted to go to college but that in his
neighborhood, he learned to sell drugs to provide for his family.
Students described how there is drama in their homes that distracts them from
school. One student spoke of the lack of space and quiet in his home:
“I have a lot of people in my house. They are my family, my uncle
and his family is there… and it’s like my aunty and I had to fight
for her to leave because she’s an alcoholic and the whole situation
is making me stressed- cause I’m like, what if she comes back
…that affects my studies at home.
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With a large number of people in the house, it is difficult to dedicate space for
homework. There are also more distractions that can interrupt the studies. One student
spoke about how he does not have time for homework because of all of his
obligations to support his family. Another student described how his home stresses
him because he has a brother who is constantly fighting with his stepfather,“I have
family problems that are throwing me off.”
Finally there were many students who described themselves as being the first to
graduate from college and some even from high school. One student spoke about how she
had an uncle who helps her in math when the concepts are too difficult for her parents.
She was fortunate to have an educated uncle, no other students shared about such
academic support from home.
Distracting school cimate (SC). Many students portrayed the adults in their
classrooms as verbally aggressive. Stories of yelling, shaming, and disrespect were
common throughout these focus group sessions. Most students discussed how they would
respond with equal hostility even if it meant he or she would face disciplinary action.
Inside the schools there were security guards. The students believed that the security
guards treated groups differently based on the racial composition of the group. Groups of
White students were left alone while the officers would purposefully walk by and
scrutinize the black groups. A student shared her perceptions about this situation,
Like I don’t mind us needing a pass and ID’s but it’s like how they
approach situations all together -it’s like disrespectful all together I don’t
like being disrespected or yelling at me across the hall like I am a dog.
In one group there were many discussions about the principal’s influence on the
school climate. The students thought she was afraid to have students gathering in large
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numbers for celebrations. The students said she cared more about herself than in her
students. Though security guards and principals are not directly involved in classroom
learning situations, their presence did discourage students from feeling connected with
the school. While these students spoke about being connected with their peers at the
school, they did not speak about being connected to their school and the academic
mission of the school.
Students shared about the dramatics in the building that distract them from
learning. Whether it is the attractive boy or girl who sits near you in class or the girls who
begin cussing each other out in the middle of class- there were ample stories of things in
the school climate that distracted them. The adults in the school generated some of the
distractions while other distractions came from peers. Students complained about those
friends who could not stop talking. Another spoke of, “Haters.” These are classmates who
do not support other students who are actively engaged in a lesson. They make fun of
other students who are trying to learn. Another student spoke of how racism between
students is a problem for him. Mexican students get teased by Black students and vice
versa.
Finally, it was apparent in at least one group that drug use was accepted among
the students. At one point in the session, a student began to describe how he makes it a
practice to take tests while high on drugs, “I smoke every day. Sometimes I like going up
in school high a lot cause- teachers be given tests… If you study high, take the test high,
you get a high score.”
Several students chuckled as they finished this expression in unison. The
participants identified more barriers than supports (Table 16). Much of which are things
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that take place outside the school- however; there were several important themes that can
be addressed within the school.
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BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT

THEME
Low TSRQ
(Teacher/Student Relationship
Quality)






Student Generated Examples
Teachers make fun of students
Teachers criticize: pointing out “dumb”
questions
Yelling at students
Blatant favoritism
Calling out/embarrassing students
Seating arrangement decisions

Low TQ
(Teaching Quality)







“Just a job”
No classroom management
Worksheet/poor podcasts use
No captivating instructional design
Lack of cultural proficiency

Limiting MM
(Mental Models)





Low self-efficacy
School is prison
School is about power struggles with
teachers

Family Discouragement











Stress from home situation
Too many needs at home
Family conflicts
Abandonment
Lack of academic support
Financial problems
Keep student up late/student sleeps in class
No place to study (quiet) at home
No time to study (responsibilities at home)

Distracting SC (School
Climate)




Dramatics
Distractions
 Image/fitting in
 Attractive students in class
 Friends who talk too much
“Haters” make fun of studious people
Racism between students/Racism of staff
Drugs/Gangs








Table 16: Summarized Student Responses for Barriers to Academic Engagement

79

In order to illustrate the findings in congruence with Duncan-Andrade’s metaphor
the following figure will depict the barriers as concrete and the supports represent forces
that are working up against the slab.

BARRIERS
(LTSRQ) Low
Teacher/Student
Relationship
Quality

(LTQ) Low
Teaching Quality

(FD) Family
Discouragement

(LMM) Limiting
Mental Models

(DSC) Distracting
School Climate

High Teaching Quality

High Teacher/Student
RQ

Family Encouragement

SUPPORTS
Figure 8: Findings of Barriers and Supports

What academic goals and strategies to reach these goals do urban youth identify?
Not one response indicated a specific goal in reading, mathematics, science, social
studies or writing. In Snyder’s theory (2002), goal orientation is central to everything
else. The student participants did not share about their goals to improve in academic
aptitudes. They instead spoke in general terms about passing class. Some students
identified a pathway when they described how they sought extra help. They would go to
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the teacher and come in for help after class or during lunch. This is an example of a
student having an academic goal and knowing a pathway to pursue in making this goal a
reality. They also demonstrated agency by going to the teacher’s classroom during lunch
or after school to ask any of his or her questions. As far as career goals, students spoke
about a major they wanted to pursue in college. They mentioned everything from
mechanical engineering to psychology. Other students discussed how they wanted to
pursue a career in the military or in music so they were opting out of college. The written
survey had three questions directly related to the students’ perceptions about his or her
ability to solve problems and persist when other students tended to quit. The students
responded favorably to the question concerning their ability to solve problems when
others wanted to quit. They also responded favorably to the question concerning finding a
way to get the things in life that they value. Yet they also responded poorly to the
question about identifying several ways to solve a problem they were facing. It is difficult
to interpret why the students felt they could find solutions when others wanted to quit but
they had trouble identifying several ways to solve a problem they were facing.
Urban Youth Ambassadors Student Analysis
The focus group student facilitators identified three main sources of perceived
support: family support, teacher support, and self-motivation. The student participants
believed that support originated in either the teacher, the family or within themselves
(Figure 7). They also noted four perceived barriers to academic engagement. According
to the student facilitators, the urban children of color perceived a teacher to either be
supportive or uncaring. Three of the four barriers were relational in nature. Teachers who
demonstrated racial stereotyping, a lack of caring, and a lack of communication were
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75% of the barriers according to the student facilitators. There was no identification of
any student behaviors or ways of thinking that became a barrier to engagement. The
impact of living in poverty was identified in the “distractions” finding. To the student
facilitators, poverty was only one out of four barriers or 25% of the perceived barriers.

BARRIERS
Lack of Caring
•Disrespect
•"Don't Care"

Teacher
Communication

Distractions

•Mean Language
•Ignoring

•Drama
•Drug Use

Racial
Stereotyping
•Social Distractions
•Racism

Self Motivation
•College Oriented

Teacher Support

Family Support

•Encouragement
•Pushing students
•Listening

•1st Generation Graduates
•Do Better than us

SUPPORTS
Figure 9: Urban Youth Ambassadors Findings

Analysis Comparison: Researcher and Student Facilitators
The student facilitators identified similar findings (Figure 7) even though some of
the terminology used was different. Some of the labels each group selected were
different, but the concepts under those labels were the same. For example, while the
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researcher labeled a theme, “Teacher/Student Relationship Quality” (TSRQ) the students
labeled things, “Lack of Caring and Respect.” Both referring to the teachers ability to
establish and maintain positive relationships with students.
Both groups identified common themes. The themes however, may have been given
different levels of importance. Here are examples of the differences in the analysis:


Students placed “Racial Challenges” as a theme of its own for one high school
while the researcher placed the racial findings under the label “School
Climate”. The racial challenges were not found in both school settings, this was
something the facilitators discovered in only one of the schools.



Students reported the teacher’s ability to “care and respect” as a theme of its
own while the researcher placed these under the theme of Teacher/Student
Relational Quality (TSRQ).



Student facilitators listed “Distractions” as a theme while the researcher put that
under the theme of “Distracting School Climate” (DSC).



Student facilitators described a lack of teacher communication while the
researcher put communication under the theme of “Teaching Quality” (TQ).

 Students mentioned administration problems as a theme for one school
 Students mentioned a theme after comparing male and female responses
 Students mentioned “Self-Motivation” as a theme under support
 Researcher mentioned “Family” as theme under barriers
 Researcher mentioned “Mental Models” as a theme under barriers
Excluding the labels, the student analysis covered almost every theme that the
researcher discovered. Unlike the researcher, the student facilitators did not identify any
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theme that placed responsibility for a lack of engagement upon the students. In this study
the researcher looked for mental models in the student responses in order to understand
how urban children of color saw themselves in the educational system. Some students
demonstrated a potential mental model that would limit their ability to stretch their skills
and achieve at the highest levels. Overall, the student analysis was consistent with the
researchers’.
In summary, though the survey results showed students had high hopes, there
were signs in the focus group results that students felt there were far more things
opposing them than were supporting them. In fact, that was the one item on the survey
that had a low score; students did not believe they were supported at school.

84

Chapter 5: Discussion of the Findings

Introduction
Urban youth of color have been at the center of concerted efforts to close the
achievement gap for decades, yet this gap persists. This study was designed to understand
how students perceive the school environment and how they perceive themselves within
the schools. This chapter contains a discussion of the findings, considerations for
educational practice, and recommendations for future research.
This study was conducted with students from two high schools in an urban district in
Colorado. This district, like others in the region, has had little success in closing the
achievement gap. Student facilitators from Urban Youth Ambassadors conducted eight
focus groups where over 70 students shared about what they perceived to be supports,
barriers, as well as answers to several other questions. These sessions also included a 12
question survey the students completed at the end of the sessions. The survey and focus
group transcripts were explored through the elements of Hope Theory; Goal Orientation,
Pathways Thinking, and Agency. Combined responses to the survey and both individual and
combined responses to the focus groups were examined. This analysis yielded three main
themes for student role perception: passive (low agency, low pathway knowledge, some
goals), proactive (high agency, strong pathway thinking, strong goal orientation), and
representative (high agency, some pathway thinking, strong goal orientation). The analysis
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yielded several main themes for perceived support: family encouragement, quality teacher
relationships, self-motivation, and high teacher proficiency. Even more barriers to
engagement emerged as well: family discouragement, poor teacher relationships, low
teacher proficiency, distracting environments, racial stereotyping, and limiting mental
models.
The study was organized by the following research questions:
1. How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational system?
2. What sources of support do urban youth of color identify?
3. What barriers to engagement do urban youth of color identify?
4. What academic goals and strategies to reach these goals do urban youth
identify?

The discussion was guided by the overall focus for this study: listening to urban
youth of color in hopes to gain new insights for closing the academic achievement gap.

Discussion
The following discussion is organized first by the source of data and then by
research question. The discussion continues with a look at the benefits of using studentled action research and considerations for educational practice. In that section there will
be considerations for school staff, administration, parents and students. Finally, the
discussion concludes with recommendations for future research.
Survey. The survey results indicated that students have a high capacity of
pathways thinking and agency. Over 70% of the students surveyed believed that they
were good learners and could find ways to solve problems even when others wanted them
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to quit. At the same time they did not perceive the school as being supportive. The
students believed that their best efforts would yield success. Yet at school, they believed
much of what they did in the past would not help them in the future. These results were
significant because the students identified that they were hopeful about their capacity and
futures. These results reflect a personal sense of efficacy that is separate from their role as
students. The students do not seem to see the goals and practices of the school system as
instrumental for their interests and goals (Vroom, 1964).
Focus Group. The focus group results are organized by the research questions
below. Of note, these results at first seemed to contradict the survey results. There was
very little pathways thinking revealed and little to no goal orientation emerging.
However, in listening to the student voices and putting aside the educator filters, there did
indeed emerge voices of pathways thinking and goal orientation. The students’ goals
were not related to academics. Sometimes it was a goal to take care of family, as one
student said, “Family first, if they are suffering, how can you just leave them there?”
Other students showed agency in directions that might not necessarily close the
achievement gap as educators view it, but they were going to accomplish their goals
through the drive and the actions they needed to take. One student spoke about how he
was going to find work after school to help his family so they would not be homeless.
Student Role. This discussion is framed around the roles emerging from the
analysis of the focus group transcripts. Senge (1990) discusses how mental models have a
significant impact on change. Dweck (2010) found that students hold one of two mindsets
about academic challenge; they have either a growth mindset or a fixed mindset. Students
who held the fixed mindset had trouble with persevering through challenges. Covey (1990)
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wrote about the power of a proactive orientation. He wrote about the two types of people,
the reactive type and the proactive type. Proactive people were more effective. Therefore the
importance of finding out what students believed about their role in schools was significant.
Student responses revealed three roles (passive, proactive, representative) to the question:
How do urban youth of color describe their role in the educational system? Each of these
roles relate to students’ sense of a locus of control, self-efficacy, and proactivity levels
about the schooling experience. The theme of relationships cuts across all of these roles.
Passive role. Students stated they were in the subservient side of a power
relationship. Students did not express that there was congruency between their goals and
the schools goals. Students did not give evidence that they had the agency to actively
develop pathways to reach any goals they might or might not have had even though they
perceived some measure of locus of control. This could be related to Dweck’s (2010)
findings on the fixed mindset. Students with a fixed mindset believe they are less capable
of making the changes that are needed to improve themselves.
Many student participants spoke about how life after graduation was relevant but
their current school experience was something they were enduring until it was over.
Students gave the impression that the scholastic experience has held them back from
“real life.” Some even used the word “prison” to describe the school. Certainly these
students asserted that school was about completing the time required to earn their
diploma. They also spoke about their perception of the imbalanced distribution of power.
Students sounded trapped, they expressed emotions of frustration and disengagement.
The students used prepositions like “to” and “at” instead of “for” and “with” when they
described the schooling experience. For example, the students perceived that they were
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subject to what others were doing to them, instead of what others were doing for or with
them. High school was a place where some students perceived that power was in the
hands of teachers and administration and students were subject to whatever these people
choose to do to them. Students also expressed that the ways teachers organized their
classrooms became symbols for teacher power. Students interpreted these teacher actions
in a personalized way and attributed attitudes about themselves as learners. Many
students complained about assigned seating where the teacher placed black students
together in the back of the room to be ignored. Many students expressed how the seating
arrangements bothered them: “I didn’t learn in his class after that because I stop asking
after that … I just kind of fell behind.”
The NCLB legislation uses the very same language “left behind” that this student
used. She, like others who provided similar responses, seemed to demonstrate a low
sense of academic agency, limited evidence of pathways thinking and academic goal
orientation related to schooling. Noguera (2003) writes about how important it is for
schools to understand how students perceive schools:
There is no doubt that if schools were to become more nurturing and supportive,
students would be more likely to perceive schools as a source of help and
opportunity rather than an inhospitable place that one should seek to escape and
actively avoid (p. 455).

Proactive role. The second role identified by the students was one of an
individual that overcomes opposition. These students believed that they were in a
situation where people (teachers, society) believed that they were not supposed to
succeed. However, they believed they could take actions that would turn things around.
They believed the teachers judged them due to their neighborhood’s condition or the
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color of their skin. These students perceived that teachers were opposed to their progress,
and they were motivated to prove these teachers wrong. Like the students in the passive
group, these students defined their role within the school by the relationships they had
with the teachers. They may even have similar views of the opposition in their
educational environments, but these students embraced a different role. They did not see
themselves as helpless or powerless. This group was proactive. They made efforts to
overcome the barriers in their academic journey. When they found themselves confused
about a concept, they sought the teachers out at lunch or after school. These students
believed that they would prove “everybody” wrong. They believed that with enough
effort, they could pass any class. In a sense, they had a growth mindset (Dweck, 2010).
They were not deterred by failure.
In terms of closing the achievement gap, these students seemed to have the
agency or drive that is required to overcome the obstacles they are facing. However, these
students felt there was little support in the school for them. Their articulations of drive
related to personal attributes and resilience rather than their academic efforts.
Representative role. A final role that emerged from the responses of students was
that the purpose for school was to bring honor to the family. Again, relationships defined
how these students perceived their role in school. Regardless of any barriers in the way,
agency for these students was more defined by the outcome of their efforts. Like an
Olympic athlete representing his or her country, these students perceived that they need
to succeed because they have a lot of people counting on them. Some students expressed
that this felt stressful, but they were resolved to beat the odds and be successful. Again,
the motivation and support for these students resided outside of school.
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Relationship of student role to goal orientation. In the literature review the
concept of mastery goal orientation was explored. Students who demonstrate this
orientation are focused on gaining mastery of a skill or new learning. The students in this
study saw school as a means to an end or a way to bring honor to the family not a place
of learning and support. Student responses revealed that they were passing classes or
time until they graduated rather than engaging in learning. The absence of a mastery
orientation regarding academics and learning from the focus group results along with the
fairly high degree of optimism and hope revealed in the survey results provides a
different lens to hope theory. Synder’s (1994) hope theory is built upon a student’s ability
to set meaningful goals. The goals of schools and the definition of the achievement are
typically defined by academic achievement as measured by state testing agencies. The
goal orientation that emerged in this study was more about relationships and the people in
student’s lives than it was about academic achievement or the standardized testing. Even
though the students did not articulate support from school, their responses revealed a high
level of hope from their pathways thinking and agency stemming from relationships.
Little evidence emerged about the relevance of agency, goal orientation, or pathway’s
thinking as defined by Synder’s (1994) theory of hope as a cognitive set (not based on
emotions, but based on reasoning) made up of goal-directed expectation. The hope that
emerged in this study was all framed in terms of relationships: either as the means to
prove someone wrong, or the means to bring honor. In terms of closing the achievement
gap, perhaps an intentional focus on building relationships with students and families
might increase student engagement with schools and help them see that the school
experience is more than a means to an end.
91

Sources of support and barriers to engagement. The focus group responses
regarding barriers to engagement and sources for support supported the description of
roles by the students. The following discussion integrates the findings of barriers and
supports.
Support from people. The sources of support that the students identified were
connected to people. Students mentioned teachers and family members that encouraged
them. Students spoke about the kinds of teachers that made a difference in their
schooling. These were teachers who could maintain a classroom environment that was
focused with both challenge and support. These teachers had a high level of teaching
quality. The students described these teachers as having high expectations and a
knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of his or her students.
They also described a quality of relationship with these teachers that brought out
the best in them. These teachers established high quality relationships with the students.
Noguera (2011) wrote about the importance of this relationship when he described one of
the elements that increased student engagement, the High Teacher/Student Relationship
Quality.
Finally, the students described how family encouragement was a support.
Sometimes it was an uncle that would help with math homework; sometimes it was a
special trip where a mom took a daughter to visit a college at a young age to give her
something to dream about. In one example, a mother took her child to visit a college as
young high school student. As this child takes a trip with a parent to visit a college it
increases the likelihood that the student will develop goals to attend a higher institution.
This action supports the development of goal orientation. This action also has the
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potential to lead the student to ask questions about what it will take to apply for this
college someday, thereby developing pathways thinking. Finally, the potential to increase
agency is also likely as the student has the encouragement of a parent as well as an
experience visiting the school- it is a more tangible and real goal. In the classroom, the
students stated they were supported when teachers understand their strengths and
weaknesses and are able to craft an environment that is both challenging and supportive.
Self-support. The ability to motivate themselves was one of the findings that
emerged from the student analysis. Students often spoke about how they were motivated
regardless of the teachers in their lives. Others spoke about how a teacher would
challenge them to put out more effort. These inspirational teachers helped students find
internal motivation.
Potential support. There were conditions in the lives of these students that were
barriers to academic achievement. If the achievement gap should ever be eliminated,
school leaders will have to put into place as many supports as possible. Student responses
in this report provide some direction regarding supports that would make a difference.
Personalized goals. Students shared a personal perspective of schools. Peers,
teachers they liked, families, and teachers they didn’t like were at the center of their
goals. The students were people oriented. Perhaps they found goals that they could
pursue successfully. Perhaps they were avoiding the concrete and turned towards goals
that did not have these barriers. Vroom’s (1964) theory supports that motivation is
enhanced when one believes the activity will serve them.
School levers. This study revealed the power of the quality of teacher/student
relationships, family support, and teacher quality. Each of these elements could either be
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supportive or become a barrier to the students’ engagement in school. Each of these
elements can be influenced by educators. For example, as the teacher/student relationship
increases in quality it simultaneously erases itself from the barrier side of this equation.
In reverse, this factor can decrease in quality and be eliminated from the sources of
support.
Teacher/student relational quality (HTSRQ/LTSRQ). When students described
what they perceived be supports (HTSRQ) in their academic environment, much of their
discussion centered on a teacher that inspired them. When the relationship was of low
quality (LTSRQ) the students stated how this was a perceived barrier. The sheer volume
of discussion on the teacher’s supportive or lack of supportive position in the student’s
perceived learning experience leads to the conclusion that this one factor can be critical to
a student’s success. The impact of a caring teacher who demonstrated the belief in the
potential of students was revealed as one of the strongest supports for students.
Duncan-Andrade (2009) warned that in an age of accountability teachers can adopt
a fake posture of compassion with students. They can get caught up in goals and
strategies rather than in the life-giving relationships with their students. In this study,
students perceived they were experiencing everything from racism and a lack of
classroom management to encouragement and teachers who made time for them. This is
crucial when considering that the goals of the system (academic achievement as
measured by standardized tests) are not necessarily the same as the goals of the students’
(personal pride). The relationship component of a student’s experience emerged as the
most important factor in this study. This finding supports Duncan-Andrade (2009) and
promotes the need for teachers to build authentic relationships characterized by the ability
94

to manage classrooms, trust students and maintain high expectations rather than
compassion.
Teaching quality (HTQ/LTQ). Students generated indirect commentary on the
level of teaching quality. The stories students shared highlighted the need for teachers
with strong abilities to inspire students and close this achievement gap. Students spoke
about classrooms where students ran around, talked on cell phones, and started fights
with other students (LTQ). They also spoke about teachers who they claimed routinely
shouted at students or who used fear and shame to maintain order in the classroom. They
spoke about racially influenced seating arrangements, the destruction of property
(headphones) and singling out African Americans in class to explain Civil Rights for the
rest of the class. In addition, students described how teachers played downloaded podcast
lectures and gave packets of worksheets instead of teaching. Much of what they described
as barriers to their engagement was related to their perceptions of poor quality
instruction. Student responses revealed that they really paid attention to what teachers did
and their level commitment and quality of instruction. The teacher was the focus of most
student comments; this reveals the significance of teacher quality and effectiveness to
student engagement.
Family encouragement/Family discouragement (FAM DIS). Students consistently
mentioned indicators of wellness that relate to the National Indicators of Well-Being
(Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2011) when they talked about
barriers. They spoke about financial stress, potential loss of residence, domestic
problems, and family discouragement In addition, many schools that serve communities
marked by poverty have a high mobility rate where students move from school to school
95

and from district to district. When students are spending time and energy on securing
food and lodging, safety, and caring relationships there is not much energy left to work
on self-actualization and education. This highlights Duncan-Andrade’s emphasis on
material hope (2009) providing for the students basic needs.
The role of the family was also one that supported many students. The students
who articulated the representative role found motivation and hope from their family.
Increasing connections between school and family seems to hold potential as another
form of support for students in schools.
Barriers.
The next part of the discussion focuses on the two findings that emerged from the
barriers question. A negative or distracting school climate and student beliefs that limited
their ability to see potential and hope were significant barriers to student success in
schools.
Distracting school climate/culture (DSC). The students mentioned a distracting
school culture; things like social/emotional climates that discouraged student inquiry. The
draw of relationships with “attractive” peers was mentioned. Unfocused classmates and
conflicts among peers also caused distractions. Some of this was attributed to a teacher’s
lack of classroom management. The students attributed some of the distractions to other
students who were looking for attention.
Limiting mental models (LMM). Synder’s hope theory (1994) framework suggests
there are choices each student has to make in order to progress towards a goal. In some
cases then, the barrier to engagement is not external to the student. The barrier can be the
thought patterns adopted. When a student believes that he or she is incapable of
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progressing, the student has created his or her own barrier. Several students made
comments about how they were the “trouble-makers” or the kid in the family that is not
known for having “brains”. Other students expressed the resentment of having little to no
power in the school. This theme emerged as more and more students shared a lack of
ability to improve their scholastic experiences. Unless intentional steps are taken to find
out about our students, this factor will remain invisible. It is unlikely anyone will find out
how many students in the school believe that they are not “good learners”. According to
the survey 77% of these students believed they were good students. This school could
benefit from shifting the mindsets of the other 33%. This invisible and subtle factor may
significantly impact the achievement gap; Senge (1990) believes all change begins at the
mental model level. Duncan-Andrade (2009) refers to the barriers that students face as
concrete. The following is a visual representation of the interaction between thinking and
goals that is seen in this study and referenced by Duncan-Andrade (year) and Senge
(1990).

Figure 10: Hope theory in Urban Context.

Academic goals and strategies. The academic goals students mentioned were
compliance oriented. The students talked about passing classes, graduating, and
97

completing assignments. No expression of specific academic goals (learning the
multiplication tables) was mentioned. Though no conclusions can be drawn from this
omission, one wonders if students could have had more to say had they been in a
different school climate. It may be of benefit to educators to explore the emerging field of
personalized education for instance. Students clearly articulated goals about success after
high school and accomplishments to give pride to their families; however, none of their
goals related to the school environment nor learning. The goals articulated were reflective
of seeing school as a means to an end. This depiction of schooling was consistent and has
lead to the following recommendations and considerations for educational practice.
Benefits of Student-led Action Research
It is difficult to imagine that these groups would have responded with the candor
and authenticity provided in the study without the student facilitators. These facilitators
created or discovered pathways that allowed them to overcome the barriers in their lives.
Not only did they find these new pathways for themselves, they were hoping to share
whatever they could with the student facilitators. This researcher is of a different
race/culture, background, economic status, and experience. Perhaps some of the students
would have responded in like fashion, but even if the data were to come back the same,
the participants would have missed those unscripted mentoring moments. Every time a
student facilitator spoke encouragement, provided empathy, or even brought humor there
was a transfer of a mindset.
Here are some examples of what these facilitators did or said when they moved
out of researcher mode:
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Described common experiences (House burning down, getting a job in high
school to help mom with bills, getting distracted by girls), “Everybody has a trial,
and this is your trial but there will be better days if you keep going.”



Challenged them to motivate themselves, “There is only so much a teacher can
push you; you have to push yourself.”



Related to the powerful loyalty to their mothers- “When I make it, I am going to
take care of her.” The students responded tightly to this.



Refocused their thoughts about school when students were discussing going to get
money now, “Everything else is materialistic- you take care of school and one day
you will be able to take care of your family.”



After students shared a story of teacher/security racism… they educated students
on how to take proactive steps to change the situation
Having student-led action research provided the participants with more than a

data gathering experience. They heard encouragement from the voices of these student
facilitators. This would not have taken place in a strict clinical research environment. In
addition, the presence of role models, youth like them who made it- caused a unique
response. These role models challenged participants to shift his or her mental models
from a passive observer in the educational system (the victim) to active participants.
These facilitators credit much of the difference in them to a moment in time when a
teacher believed in him or her - or a time when they hit their “Rock Bottom” in life by
getting in trouble, and they found a purpose to turn their lives around. They credit the
training they have received being in Urban Youth Ambassadors to develop skills
necessary to turn things around. They learned leadership skills like public speaking and
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how to interact with those in authority to negotiate for their success. The researcher
attended several Urban Youth Ambassadors meetings and observed a “passing of the
torch” as there were older high school students teaching younger high school students
how to become a change agent in his or her schools. They believe that increasing student
voice in schools will increase engagement and respect in the systems and accelerate
learning.
Considerations for Educational Practice
Our search for hope did provide some direction for educators. When students face
a large amount of resistance against academic progress, the sources of support must not
only match the oppositional resistance, they must also be strong enough to help students
overcome them.
Teachers. The biggest source of support for students came from caring
relationships. Here are some considerations for educators:
Ensure students feel supported at school. In this study a majority of the students
did not feel supported by their schools, but many did feel supported by individual
teachers. Students did identify things they felt gave them support. In finding perceived
sources of support, there is a possibility that school systems can amplify or develop these
sources to benefit more students.
Gather student voice. This must be intentional and include a way to listen to
students so they can make educators aware of decisions that impact them adversely. This
includes frequent feedback on instructional methods, school-wide initiatives, and major
decisions for the school. There are routines that can aid in collecting the student
feedback. In one system a classroom is equipped with a tool for collecting feedback on a
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lesson. After the lesson the teacher asks for what went well, then what could have been
better. When a teacher acts on the things that students share, it gives the students a larger
sense of ownership in the classroom experience. Another example for a student voice tool
could be the place where students had a chance to write about anything that bothered
them. This collection tool allows the students to bring up issues that are important to
them at any time in a way that does not disturb instruction. The key will be to act on this
feedback let students know you have acted on their feedback.
Measure student perceptions of support. It would be helpful if there was a tool to
measure the “supportive” level of a classroom climate. You could then measure how
warm each micro-ecosystem felt to the students. Such a tool would have to be connected
to students being allowed or asked to voice their needs and opinions. The implications of
such a measure directly impact a school’s ability to address emerging issues.
By listening to the students, educators can measure the climate and the culture of
the school. One of the major themes that emerged from the students was the distracting
school climate. Through listening, issues like perceptions around the security guards or a
particular teacher’s seating arrangements can be addressed. Schools can eliminate much
of the distracting elements and develop things that will bring more focus.
Increase teaching quality. Students told about how teachers inspired them with
real life stories, humor, and with a precision that comes from knowing your students and
how they learn. There were many implications for staff development planning in this
study. Developing a teacher’s capacity for classroom management and pedagogical
prowess was a major factor highlighted by the students. When teachers are masters at
their craft they can design an engaging environment. These types of environments
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energize students towards pursuing academic goals. Teaching quality can improve by
adding tools into the classroom that give students more voice. There are lots of tools out
there that teachers can use to do everything from critique the latest lesson to provide
input on major decisions that impact the school. Sometimes this tool can help teachers
avoid some of the problems discovered in this study. Teachers could have been made
aware of how simple decisions like seating arrangements can impact the level of a
student’s ability to buy in and trust a teacher. Classroom management came up over and
over with the students. Students wanted the teacher to keep instruction moving along
even though there was a discipline issue. They valued teachers that understood where
they were academically and challenged them to work hard. Ferguson’s (2008) Tripod
Project is a strong framework that teachers can use to get started in building a powerful
classroom environment:
Care: Students feel safe and that the teacher is an ally
Control: The class is focused and uses time well
Clarify: The teacher is good about clearing up confusion and addressing
questions
Challenge: There is an appropriate amount of rigor
Captivate: Class has been designed to engage the learner- it isn’t boring
Confer: Student feedback and input is a regular part of the instructional system
Consolidate: Teachers close their instruction by summarizing well and making
connections with other concepts the students have learned
(Ferguson, 2008)

In addition to these seven ways to make a classroom environment supportive,
there is merit to increasing the student’s ability to take ownership for their learning. One
promising development is the field of personalized learning. This gives students more
control over where they will be learning.
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Administrators. There are many aspects of school leadership that can improve
the likelihood that urban children of color will have a better experience in schools.
Increase staff capacity of service. Perhaps a school administrator could work
through Duncan-Andrade’s (2009) Hope in Concrete Gardens as part of developing
material hope on campus. This might even extend into Socratic hope which involves
sacrifice. Some of the sacrifices teachers may make are:


Teaching a weekend tutoring class



Having a cell phone that students can call for homework help



Feeding students



Helping students when parents were delayed in picking up after school
Making home visits for parent conferences
Develop teacher capacity to foster high quality relationships. Students spoke

about how positive feedback and high expectations motivated them.
High expectations & high warmth. Teachers who established a warm relationship
could then challenge the students with what is called “positive harassment.” These are
skills that must be developed through a trusting relationship with people that can give
teachers constructive feedback. Students needed to feel important, to be given a voice, to
be known, and to be valued.
The students referred to another element at the classroom level that involved how
teachers responded to student questions. Students emphasized that teacher responses
could trigger confidence or could shut them down. Another consideration for educational
practice resulting from this study is the attention paid to creating a classroom culture that
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values questioning, and that encourages the risk-taking of learning new things through
the creation of safe classroom climates.
Cultural proficiency. One student pointed out that a well-intentioned teacher can
still have some racial blind spots and say things that cause dissonance in the minds and
hearts of urban youth of color. In the case of closing the achievement gap it may be
important for professional staffs to learn how to honor urban children of color and
families living in poverty.
A school can address a staff’s capacity for cultural proficiency through training.
This training helps teachers become aware of any blind spots they may possess.
Instruction rides on the path of communication and cultural proficiency improves the
quality of that path. In creating such professional development leaders can borrow from
collegiate courses like “Cross Cultural Communication”. In such courses people learn
how to see their own culture in light of another’s. They learn about verbal and non-verbal
forms of respect and honor.
Develop a response plan that addresses distress. Many students spoke about the
challenges of some of their current conditions. Sometimes it was facing homelessness;
sometimes it was facing complex family dynamics like having extended family living in
the house causing overcrowding. Duncan-Andrade (2009) urges schools to address the
Complex Traumatic Stress Disorder many urban youth are wrestling with due to the
violent nature of many of the neighborhoods in which they live. This plan would require
a team of professionals to develop effective interventions. This team would include
community leaders that can create a network of support from assistance with health care,
employment assistance, to after school tutoring.
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Create stable relationships. In his school, Duncan-Andrade (2009) created a
looping system so that the students would have the security of a consistent relationship
for four years. This practice maintains those teacher/student relationships. Schools will
need to develop mentor programs so the students have someone to look up to- someone
who they can develop trust with- and someone who is dependable and consistent.
Develop empathetic discipline systems. We may need to amend discipline policies
so that students could be expressive in an appropriate place. This plan would include
teaching the students about networks and resources they can access independently. This
gives them a sense of control and power to help themselves.
Develop family partnerships. Seeing the number of students who desired to bring
honor to their families provides a potential partnership. Is schools can create celebrations
that reinforce achievement and bring honor it could create a strong partnership for
families. In addition, if schools set up parent universities to give parents resources and
information on how to best support the children it could enhance the support a student is
receiving.
Create interventions that elevate mental models. As mentioned earlier, this is a
subtle and invisible level. Individuals enter classrooms with a variety of mental models.
Dweck identified at least two mindsets that the students may have (growth or fixed).
Schools can develop interventions that help students transition from the fixed mindset to
the growth mindset. Besides Dweck’s growth mindset training schools have used other
interventions to develop more productive mindsets in students. Some schools have
adopted the popular business model called the Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
(Covey, 1990) to develop a sense of proactivity in the students.
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Another strategy to elevate mental models and create vision in students is to design
inspirational trips. We learned about the impact of taking a trip to see the universities
from students in the study. This activity created a drive inside students to accomplish
everything they needed to in school so that they could make it to that university someday.
The final consideration to elevate mental models developed from observing the
student facilitators from Urban Youth Ambassadors. The juxtaposition of student
facilitator to student participant made a case for creating similar organizations to Urban
Youth Ambassadors. Here were students from the same neighborhoods, impacted by the
same images of violence or poverty, yet there was a world of difference. The facilitators
were advocates and change agents. They believed that things could improve as a direct
result of the actions they had chosen. The potential of leadership training to adjust a
child’s life trajectory appears to be significant.
Families. The kinds of things students mentioned that supported them were
anchored to encouragement and a concept of investment. They appreciated the
recognition for academic accomplishments. Students spoke about how being the first to
graduate high school in the family was a common motivator. Families spoke about the
hope that this accomplishment would bring to the family. So talking to your children
about school is crucial. One family found an uncle to help in mathematics. These
additional supports show a student how valuable they are and about how important the
schooling process and learning are to you as a family. When a parent can take a child to
visit a school and to develop a vision for what could be- they invest in their child. These
trips impacted our students when they were fortunate enough to have them.
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It seems like there were some unpleasant things happening in the school (racism,
mean interactions, poor classroom management) and families who are aware of these
things can take action. After listening, when action is taken, it communicates again how
much the student is valued.
Students. Communicate about your experiences persistently. If the first person
does not respond, pursue another person’s help. You can organize other students who
have some of the same problems you are experiencing. You are ultimately responsible for
your learning, so be strong in terms of your choices. Find help when you need it. Make
teachers explain things when you don’t understand them. Pretend you are the boss and
the teachers are there because you paid them to help you. They are experts and you
follow them to learn.
Conclusion
The following graphic (Figure 11) illustrates the perceived imbalance in
educational settings for our urban children of color. In this study, six barriers to
engagement and four sources of support were documented by students. If three of the
variables on the support side happen to be barriers for a particular student, he or she will
only have one support variable left (self-motivation). This diagram visually represents the
perceived imbalance of forces that our study participants stated that they face in schools.
The boxes with lighter shading represent findings the student facilitators identified. The
darker shadings were findings the researcher proposed (though many of them are similar
to or equal to the student findings). The goal box on the top represents the achievement
goals of schools that many students are struggling to access due to the multiple barriers
they encounter. This goal box to the side to represents the evidence of students’ goal107

related thinking as they talked about their ability to succeed, their future and their
relationships.

BARRIERS
Racial
Stereotyp
es

Goal -related
thinking

SelfMotivation

SUPPORTS

Figure 11: Student in the middle of the Barriers and Supports

This study looked at the achievement gap through the lens of Synder’s (1994) hope
theory. The hope that the students articulated was not about academic goals, but of
relationships and personal goals. The voices of these students have potential to generate
hope in schools. This potential energy when released may indeed give students the boost
needed to overcome the many frictions urban children of color face. Sergiovanni (2005)
stated that hope has an activating effect. It produces energy and energy is what a student
needs to overcome the barriers in front of him or her.
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Recommendations for Future Research
In an effort to see how far reaching Snyder’s hope theory (1994) might be
applicable, perhaps in the future someone can compare study results with responses from
students in other demographic groups and economic groups. It would be helpful to
understand if the same survey and focus group questions were posed to students from
schools in a stronger economic community would have the same perceptions of their role
in education, same perceptions of pathways and same levels of drive.
Looking at the pathways element of hope theory (Snyder, 1994) it would be
interesting to compare findings in schools where student ownership is structured (e.g. The
Leader-in-Me, Baldrige schools) with those educational systems where student ownership
is less structured. In this way one can study the impact of direct interventions that
concentrate on pathways thinking.
The students certainly identified the teacher/student relationship as key. Future
research is needed to identify the kinds of experiences and training that foster a teacher’s
ability to improve the Teacher/Student Relationship Quality. For example, if a group of
teachers are trained in cross cultural communications will they develop higher quality
relationships with their students?
Another recommendation for future research is to study communities in which
there are support networks in place to help families in poverty. When such networks
exist, what happens to the achievement results?
Finally, future research into using Student-led Action Research could deepen our
understanding of how this methodology benefits students and those who are studying the
student’s experience.
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Summary
This study explored the themes that emerged from listening to the voices of over
70 students in an urban district in Colorado. The researcher followed the advice of Kozol
(2005):
I think we need to recognize that our acceptance of a dual
education system will have consequences…I don’t think you can
discern these consequences solely by examination of statistics or
the words of education analysts or highly placed officials in school
systems. I think you need to go into the schools… to listen
carefully to children… I have found that children are a great deal
more reliable in telling us what actually goes on in a public
school…they are pure witnesses (p. 12).
The students did not articulate hope as Synder’s (2003) theory defines it; however, they
articulated hope through relationships and displayed evidence of personal resilience
toward accomplishing goals. They clearly identified sources of support and barriers
within schools. The teacher was central in two of the support and barrier themes:
Teacher/Student Relationship Quality (TSRQ) and Teaching Quality (TQ). The teacher’s
ability to develop a strong, productive relationship with the students can be the factor that
changes a student’s experience and success. In classrooms where the teacher is not
establishing productive relationships and not delivering a quality instructional program,
the students fall further and further behind. Duncan-Andrade (2009) stated one important
thing, “Effective teaching depends on one thing; Deep and caring relationships” (p. 187).
Perhaps these relationships can be the connection that is missing between the goals
students have and the goals of the academic system. Maybe teachers can guide students
to re-evaluate their goals and somehow build congruency between the goals of the system
and the goals of individual students.
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It was interesting to see how differently Duncan-Andrade (2009) wrote about
hope than how Snyder (1994) wrote about hope (though there were many complimentary
commonalities). While Snyder’s theory focused on the need to have high quality goal
setting in place, Duncan-Andrade described caring teachers who had the capacity to
understand and support children who were dealing with survival as their main goal. He
wrote about how sharing in the pain and about how self-sacrifice is an essential part of
effective hope. Student voices supported Duncan-Andrade’s (2009) depiction of hope.
Intentional steps and consultations with youth promise to support and aid our
students in their educational journey. This path is emotional and bounded by
relationships.

“The painful path is the hopeful path” (p.10)
Duncan-Andrade, 2009
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Appendix A: Survey results by Ethnicity and Gender
African-American Females

Grades 9-12
N

Q1: Do I feel supported at school?
Q2: Do my classes challenge me?
Q3: Do my teachers support me
when they challenge me?
Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I put my best
effort forward I will get positive
results?
Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?
Q7: I think I am doing well.
Q8: I can think of many ways to get
the things in life that are most
important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can come up with lots of
ways to solve my problems.
Q11: Things I have done in past
will help me in my future.
Q12: When others might quit, I can
find ways to solve problems.
African-American Males
Q1: Do I feel supported at school?
Q2: Do my classes challenge me?
Q3: Do my teachers support me
when they challenge me?
Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I put my best
effort forward I will get positive
results?
Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?
Q7: I think I am doing well.
Q8: I can think of many ways to get
the things in life that are most
important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can come up with lots of
ways to solve my problems.

All
The
Time

Frequently

Sometimes

Very
Little

Never

Total %

19
19

6%
11%

21%
16%

63%
63%

6%
6%

6%
6%

100%
100%

19

21%

26%

37% 16%

0%

100%

19

32%

47%

16%

5%

0%

100%

19

74%

16%

11%

0%

0%

100%

19
19

26%
21%

42%
42%

16% 16%
37% 0%

0%
0%

100%
100%

19

32%

42%

26%

0%

0%

100%

19

11%

63%

26%

0%

0%

100%

19

26%

32%

32%

5%

0%

100%

19

26%

42%

32%

0%

0%

100%

19 42%
Grades 9-12
19 16%
19 21%

32%

26%

0%

0%

100%

42%
37%

42%
37%

0%
5%

0%
0%

100%
100%

19

11%

37%

42% 11%

0%

100%

19

47%

37%

16%

0%

0%

100%

19

58%

37%

5%

0%

0%

100%

19
18

53%
50%

21%
39%

26%
11%

0%
0%

0%
0%

100%
100%

18

22%

72%

6%

0%

0%

100%

18

39%

39%

22%

0%

0%

100%

18

22%

39%

39%

0%

0%

100%
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Q11: Things I have done in past
will help me in my future.
Q12: When others might quit, I can
find ways to solve problems.

18

22%

28%

18

50%

50%
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33% 19%
0%

0%

6%

100%

0%

100%

AfricanAmerican
Females

Grades
9-12
N

Q1: Do I
feel
supported at
school?
Q2: Do my
classes
challenge
me?
Q3: Do my
teachers
support me
when they
challenge
me?
Q4: Do I
believe I'm a
good
learner?
Q5: Do I
feel that if I
put my best
effort
forward I
will get
positive
results?
Q6: Does
what I do in
school
connect to
my future?
Q7: I think I
am doing
well.
Q8: I can
think of
many ways
to get the
things in life
that are most
important to
me.
Q9: I am
doing just as

All
The
Time

Frequently

Sometimes

Very
Little

Never

Total %

8

12%

12%

75%

0%

0%

100%

8

25%

38%

38%

0%

0%

100%

8

13%

38%

38%

13%

0%

100%

8

38%

25%

38%

0%

0%

100%

8

75%

25%

0%

0%

0%

100%

8

75%

25%

0%

0%

0%

100%

7

14%

43%

29%

14%

0%

100%

7

29%

57%

14%

0%

0%

100%

7

0%

29%

71%

0%

0%

100%
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well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can
come up
with lots of
ways to
solve my
problems.
Q11: Things
I have done
in past will
help me in
my future.
Q12: When
others might
quit, I can
find ways to
solve
problems.
AfricanAmerican
Males
Q1: Do I
feel
supported at
school?
Q2: Do my
classes
challenge
me?
Q3: Do my
teachers
support me
when they
challenge
me?
Q4: Do I
believe I'm a
good
learner?
Q5: Do I
feel that if I
put my best
effort
forward I
will get
positive
results?
Q6: Does

7

0%

67%

17%

17%

0%

100%

7

29%

29%

29%

14%

0%

100%

7

33%

22%

44%

0%

0%

100%

10

0%

50%

50%

0%

0%

100%

10

10%

60%

20%

10%

0%

100%

10

20%

30%

40%

10%

0%

100%

10

60%

20%

20%

0%

0%

100%

10
10

80%
70%

20%
20%

0%
10%

0%
0%

0%
0%

100%
100%

Grades
9-12
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what I do in
school
connect to
my future?
Q7: I think I
am doing
well.
Q8: I can
think of
many ways
to get the
things in life
that are most
important to
me.
Q9: I am
doing just as
well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can
come up
with lots of
ways to
solve my
problems.
Q11: Things
I have done
in past will
help me in
my future.
Q12: When
others might
quit, I can
find ways to
solve
problems.

10

20%

40%

40%

0%

0%

100%

10

30%

60%

10%

0%

0%

100%

10

20%

30%

50%

0%

0%

100%

10

30%

50%

10%

10%

0%

100%

10

40%

30%

30%

0%

0%

100%

10

60%

40%

30%

0%

0%

100%
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Hispanic/Latina Females

N

All The
Time

Frequently

Sometime
s

Very
Little

Never

Total %

100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%

Q1: Do I feel supported at school?

6

0%

0%

100%

0%

0%

Q2: Do my classes challenge me?
Q3: Do my teachers support me
when they challenge me?
Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I put my best
effort forward I will get positive
results?
Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?

6

0%

51%

34%

16%

0%

6

0%

16%

68%

16%

0%

6

0%

68%

16%

16%

0%

6

33%

33%

33%

0%

0%

6

33%

0%

50%

17%

0%

Q7: I think I am doing well.
Q8: I can think of many ways to get
the things in life that are most
important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can come up with lots of
ways to solve my problems.
Q11: Things I have done in past
will help me in my future.

6

17%

17%

17%

50%

0%

6

17%

50%

17%

17%

0%

6

0%

50%

34%

16%

0%

6

0%

17%

66%

17%

0%

6

0%

17%

66%

17%

0%

100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%

6
0%
Grades
9-12

34%

66%

0%

0%

100
%

Q12: When others might quit, I can
find ways to solve problems.
Hispanic/Latino Males
Q1: Do I feel supported at school?

9

0%

56%

44%

0%

0%

Q2: Do my classes challenge me?
Q3: Do my teachers support me
when they challenge me?
Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I put my best
effort forward I will get positive
results?
Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?

9

22%

22%

56%

0%

0%

9

0%

33%

56%

11%

0%

9

22%

67%

11%

0%

0%

9

44%

33%

11%

0%

0%

9

44%

22%

33%

0%

0%

Q7: I think I am doing well.

9

11%

44%

44%

0%

0%
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100
%
100
%
100
%

100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%

Q8: I can think of many ways to get
the things in life that are most
important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as well as other
kids my age.
Q10: I can come up with lots of
ways to solve my problems.
Q11: Things I have done in past
will help me in my future.
Q12: When others might quit, I can
find ways to solve problems.

9

0%

56%

33%

11%

0%

9

11%

33%

56%

0%

0%

9

0%

11%

79%

0%

0%

9

11%

33%

50%

0%

0%

100
%
100
%
100
%
100
%

9

22%

67%

11%

0%

0%

100
%
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Appendix B: Summary Tables from Focus Group Responses by Question
QUESTION 1
What do your teachers do to make you want to be successful in the classroom?
Corresponding
Selected Responses
Comment
Research
Question
Explain things well-

Teaching Quality (TQ)

2

Give one-on-one help

Andrade- Material Hope

2

Give extra time for tasks

“

2

Give feedback/recognition

TSRQ

2

Encourage us to do our best or do better

High expectations (HE)

2

Ask about future goals/college

Hope: Goal Orientation

2,3

Correct inappropriate behavior

(GO)

2

Share personal stories of struggle

High expectations (HE)

2

Make class interesting

TSRQ

2

[NEGATIVE RESPONSES]

Engagement/TQ

I never had a teacher like that

2

They don’t put their effort in

TSRQ

They don’t push us

2
2

They don’t try hard enough

Low Expectations

They are just doing a job

2
2

Their classes are out of control/noisy

TSRQ

2

Black kids seated in the back

TQ

2

Teachers tell us we are not going to make it

Racism, Cultural

2

They just don’t care

Proficiency

2

[OTHER RESPONSES]

Low Expectations

I push myself

TSRQ

I ask for help

1,3
1,2

A voice inside my head inspires me

Agency, self-efficacy,
Agency, Trust
Self regulation
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1,2

QUESTION 2
Are you motivated to graduate? What motivates you?
Selected Responses

Comment

Correspondi
ng Research
Question

To be the first in my family

Goal Orientation, Family

3

To break the family pattern/ path

honor

3,2

To be the one kid that makes my mom

Goal Orientation, Family

3,1

proud

honor

2

My sister is doing well so I know I can

Goal Orientation, Family

1

To get out of HS and do what I want

honor

3

(career)

Family Role model

3

To get to college

Goal Orientation, Relevance

1

To make money

Goal Orientation

2

Myself

Goal Orientation

3

My parents

Agency

3

To have a better future

Family

For my future kids to have a good life

Goal Orientation, Comfort

2,1

[OTHER RESPONSES]

Family

2

I am not a quick learner- but can do it
School can be hard (low motivation)

Self-efficacy
Lack of Self- Efficacy
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QUESTION 3
Where do you see yourself in 5 years?
Selected Responses

College

Comment

Corresponding
Research
Question

Goal Orientation

3

Military

Goal Orientation

3

Join a fraternity/sorority

Goal Orientation

3

Sports

Goal Orientation

3

Side jobs/ Career

Goal Orientation

3

Studying to be a doctor
Studying to be a lawyer
Studying psychology
Mechanical engineer
Business Management

Partying

Own my own business (hair)

3

Working on a car
Music production
Massage therapy
Being a police officer
Having money
Graduating college

Goal Orientation

3

Selling drugs

Goal Orientation

3

Playing video games

Survival ($)

2

Going for my Masters

Fun

I don’t know yet

Goal Orientation

3, 1

Not sure I want to go to college

Goal Orientation

3, 2

I don’t want to be homeless
Have kids

3, 2
Goal Orientation

3,2
3

135

QUESTION 4
Do you feel respected by your teachers in the classroom? What does respect
mean?
Selected Responses

Comment

I don’t like it when they yell/ go off on us

TSRQ

Teachers abuse their power

Corresponding
Research
Question

2 (barriers)
2 (barriers)

They can say something to you but you can’t

TSRQ

say it back (shut up)
They treat you like a little kid

TSRQ

They make fun of you

TSRQ

When they ignore your questions

TQ

If you do mistakes, they get ticked & stop

TSRQ, TQ

helping

Student voice

They don’t care about your opinions

TSRQ

2 (barriers)

If you give them respect, you get respect

TSRQ

1

Teachers choose and pick favorites

TSRQ, Andrade

2 (barriers)

When teachers are understanding (extra time)

Hope

2

When teachers push you to pass

High expectations,

2

2 (barriers)

When they give us some space
When teachers make efforts to help (after

2

school tutoring)

TSRQ, Andrade

2, 1

When they let us voice our opinions

Hope

1

I can come to them when I need help

Student voice

2

When they treat you like a young adult

Agency

2

A teacher took headphones from a student

TSRQ

2 (barriers)

and broke them

2 (barriers)

Sometimes teachers don’t really care

TSRQ
TSRQ
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QUESTION 5
Do you feel you respect your teachers in the classroom? What does that mean?
Selected Responses

Comment

It depends what the teacher is

TSRQ

Corresponding
Research
Question

2

Honestly, no
I don’t give respect unless they give it back
Some think sleeping in class is disrespectful
Not if they ignore me

2
TQ

1, 2

I was raised to respect adults
Examples of respect:


Picking up any messes



Treat others the way I want to be treated



Don’t talk back



Don’t talk when they are talking



Paying attention

2

I respect that they became teachers, but I don’t
respect how some of them deliver themselves
sometimes.
I get disrespectful when they call me out in front of
everyone.
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TSRQ

2

QUESTION 6
What distracts you from doing your best in school?
Selected Responses

Comment

Corresponding
Research
Question

Being tired

Wellness

2

Girls/girlfriends/boys/boyfriends/relationships

Social stress

2

Drugs

Wellness

2

Money

Economics

2

Friends

Goal Orientation

2, 3

Haters (people that make fun of you for being

Social stress

interested in class)

2

Out of control classrooms

TQ

2

Security

School Climate

2

Peer pressure

Social stress

2

Social stress

2

class or embarrass you/ single you out

TSRQ

2

My teacher doesn’t care

TSRQ

2

Noise

Learning

2

My teacher’s seating arrangements (racial or

Environment

talkers)

Cultural

2

Myself (reading walls, talking)

proficiency

2, 1

My phone in my pocket
Gangs
Teachers who lose it- yell at you- in front of the

Drama in class (kids starting fights, cussing out)

2
Physical factor
(ADD)
Learning
Environment
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QUESTION 7
What supports you in doing your best in school?
Selected Responses

Comment

Corresponding
Research
Question

Family (lectures, threats, trips, discipline)

Repeated often,

2

Teachers who care/ believe in you

Wellness

2

Teachers who show reality but have high

TSRQ

expectations (faith in us)

High expectations, TQ

Teacher recognition/ positive attention

2
2

Friends (they are smart and challenge me,

TQ, TSRQ

compliment me)

Social pressure

Myself- Motivation from seeing my family

1,3

suffer, want to be a role model for my

Agency, Goal

family

Orientation

Sports
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2

2

QUESTION 8
How does your living situation impact you in doing your best at school?
Selected Responses

Comment

Corresponding
Research
Question

Parents pushing for a better life

Wellness

2

I want better than what I see my parents

Agency, Goal

3, 1

have

orientation

3, 1

Bills, money problems motivate me

Locus of control

2

Family problems are messing with my

Wellness

1, 3

education

Goal orientation

2

Want my little siblings to have a role model

Wellness

Housework no time for homework

2

To give the family honor feels like I am

Familial pressure

carrying everybody on my back

Wellness

My father left- I wanted to take over

2

2

Too many people live in my house, I have

Wellness

no place to study

Familial pressure

I can’t come home with a C

1, 2

1, 2, 3

I compare this life with the one in Africa

Agency, Goal

and am motivated

orientation

I have to keep pushing- my family has not
succeeded before.

Agency, Goal
orientation
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1, 2, 3

QUESTION 9
How do you get inspired by your teachers?
Selected Responses

Comment

Teachers share stories where people overcame

Corresponding
Research
Question

TQ

2

My teacher gives us positive feedback

TSRQ, TQ

2

They give you extra help

Andrade Hope

2

They connect the lesson with a career you want

Goal orientation

3, 2

They make class fun

TQ, TSRQ

2

You don’t

TSRQ

2

They don’t care/ still gets paid

TSRQ

2

When they tell me I will fail, I work to shut

TSRQ, Agency

2, 1

things to succeed

[N EGATIVE RESPONSES]

them up

141

QUESTION 10
Any additional thoughts you have not shared?
Selected Responses

Comment

It is easier to have teachers you trust

TSRQ

Some teachers are racist- some not aware of

Cultural

that

proficiency

You can tell if they are good on the first day
Racial tensions exist between students here

Corresponding
Research
Question

2

2
2

School climate

2

People judge us because we come from poverty Wellness, Low

2

We like being rewarded

expectations

1, 2

We prefer one-on-one help

TQ

2

Having all black security guards is racist

TQ

2

The teachers that make it easy for us affect our

School climate,

learning…

Cultural

2

The school feels like a prison (pass, ids,

proficiency

2

yelling)

Cultural
proficiency
School climate
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Appendix C: Interview Guide from Urban Youth Ambassadors

Overview of the project
Explain the focus of the research: the educational experiences of African-American
Male students
them face these challenges,

Introduce focus group methods so participants know what to anticipate
experiences
unheard voices
-ended questions
Discuss informed consent
No identifying information will be collected from participants. Each participant will be
asked to select a pseudonym for use in all study documents, and all identifying
information will be deleted or changed in order to protect each participant’s identity.
Participants will be asked to review their narrative prior to sections of it being included in
my dissertation. They retain the right to ask for any information to be deleted and the
right to withdraw consent at any time.
Develop plan for self-care
There is a slight risk that discussing past school experiences may cause participants
discomfort or unpleasant memories. Participants are asked to develop a plan detailing
under what conditions they may pause or end an interview and what significant adult they
will seek support from in case of emotional distress. Participants under the age of 18 are
asked to develop this plan with their parent or parents.
BEGIN SET OF QUESTIONS: Focus is on details of educational experience
In telling their stories, it is hoped that they will provide the following information:
s
(parents, family, friends, teachers, counselors, community)
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Appendix D: Urban Youth Ambassadors Survey Analysis
African-American
Females

Aggregate
Data: All
Grades

Question (Q) N=number of
Respondents

All
The
N Time

Q1: Do I feel supported
at school?

1
8

Q2: Do my classes
challenge me?
Q3: Do my teachers
support me when they
challenge me?

Freq So
uent meti
ly
mes

Ver
y
Litt
le

N
ev
er

6% 17%

50
%

22
%

6
%

1
9

11% 11%

53
%

26
%

1
9

11% 37%

37
%

5%

0
%
1
1
%

Q4: Do I believe I'm a
good learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I
put my best effort
forward I will get
positive results?
Q6: Does what I do in
school connect to my
future?

1
9

11% 63%

21
%

5%

0
%

Q7: I think I am doing
well.
Q8: I can think of many
ways to get the things
in life that are most
important to me.
Q9: I am doing just as
well as other kids my
age.
Q10: I can come up
with lots of ways to
solve my problems.
Q11: Things I have
done in past will help
me in my future.
Q12: When others
might quit, I can find
ways to solve problems.

T
ot
al
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%

Analysis
23% above,28% below
middle; males: 0% below
middle
22% above, 26%
below
48% above, 16%
below middle
74%
above
middle

1
9

42% 47%

5%

5%

1
9

21% 32%

32
%

0%

1
9

16% 37%

26
%

21
%

10
0
0 89% above, 5%
% % below
1 10
6
0 53% above, 16%
% % "Never"
10
0
0 53% above, 21% below;
% % contrast with males

1
9

16% 37%

26
%

21
%

0
%

1
9

11% 37%

42
%

11
%

0
%

1
9

16% 53%

16
%

16
%

0
%

1
9

11% 37%

53
%

0%

0
%

1
9

16% 53%

26
%

5%

0
%

SCHOOL A

144

10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%

53% above, 21% below;
contrast with males
48% above, 11% below;
contrast with males
69% above, 16% below;
contrast with males
48% above, 0%
below
69% above, 5%
below

Question

Aggregate Data:
All Grades
All
Som
The
Frequ etime
N Time
ently s

Q1: Do I feel supported at
school?

1
9

16%

42%

42%

0%

0
%

Q2: Do my classes challenge
me?

1
9

21%

37%

37%

5%

0
%

Q3: Do my teachers support
me when they challenge me?

1
9

11%

37%

42%

11%

0
%

Q4: Do I believe I'm a good
learner?
Q5: Do I feel that if I put my
best effort forward I will get
positive results?

1
9

47%

37%

16%

0%

0
%

1
9

58%

37%

5%

0%

0
%

Q6: Does what I do in school
connect to my future?

1
9

53%

26%

21%

0%

0
%

1
7

47%

53%

0%

0%

0
%

1
7

24%

71%

6%

0%

0
%

Q9: I am doing just as well as
other kids my age.

1
7

41%

35%

24%

0%

0
%

Q10: I can come up with lots
of ways to solve my problems.
Q11: Things I have done in
past will help me in my
future.
Q12: When others might quit,
I can find ways to solve
problems.

1
7

24%

35%

41%

0%

0
%

1
7

24%

29%

29%

12%

6
%

0%

0
%

African-American Males

Q7: I think I am doing well.
Q8: I can think of many ways
to get the things in life that are
most important to me.

1
7

53%

47%
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0%

Very
Littl
e

Ne
ve
r

To
tal
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%
10
0
%

58% above
middle
58% above
middle
48% above,
5% below
middle
84% abov,
0% below
95% above,
0% below
79% above,
0% below

100% above
95% above,
0% below
76% above,
0% below
59% above,
0% below
53% above,
18% below

100% above

Appendix E: Survey Result Charts (Researcher)
Question 1: Do you feel supported at school?
N

All the Time

Frequently

Sometimes

AA Female 1

19

6%

21%

63%

Very
Little
6%

AA Female 2

8

12%

12%

75%

0%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

0%

100%

0%

0%

AA Male 1

19

16%

42%

42%

0%

0%

AA Male 2

10

0%

50%

50%

0%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

0%

56%

44%

0%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

6%

30%

62%

1%

1%

Question 2: Do your classes challenge you?
11%
16%
63%
19
25%
38%
38%
8
0%
51%
34%
6
21%
37%
37%
19
10%
60%
20%
10
22%
22%
56%
9
15%
37%
41%
71

6%
0%
16%
5%
10%
0%
6%

6%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
1%

AA Female 1
AA Female 2
Hispanic Female
AA Male 1
AA Male 2
Hispanic Male

Urban Youth of
Color

Question 3: Do your teachers support you when they challenge you?
21%
26%
37%
16%
19
AA Female 1

Never
6%

0%

AA Female 2

8

13%

38%

38%

13%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

16%

68%

16%

0%

AA Male 1

19

11%

37%

42%

11%

0%

AA Male 2

10

20%

30%

40%

10%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

0%

33%

56%

11%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

11%

30%

47%

13%

0%

5%

0%

AA Female 1

Question 4: Do you believe you are a good learner?
32%
47%
16%
19

AA Female 2

8

38%

25%

38%

0%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

68%

16%

16%

0%

AA Male 1

19

47%

37%

16%

0%

0%

AA Male 2

10

60%

20%

20%

0%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

22%

67%

11%

0%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

33%

44%

20%

4%

0%
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Question 5:
Do you feel that if you put your best effort forward you will get positive results?
All the Time

Frequently

Sometimes

Very
Little

Never

74%
75%
33%
58%
80%
44%

16%
25%
33%
37%
20%
33%

11%
0%
33%
5%
0%
11%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

71
61%
27%
10%
0%
Question 6: Does what you do in school connect to your future?
26%
42%
16%
16%
19
AA Female 1
75%
25%
0%
0%
8
AA Female 2
33%
0%
50%
17%
6
Hispanic Female
53%
21%
26%
0%
19
AA Male 1
70%
20%
10%
0%
10
AA Male 2
44%
22%
33%
0%
9
Hispanic Male

0%

AA Female 1
AA Female 2
Hispanic Female
AA Male 1
AA Male 2
Hispanic Male

N
19
8
6
19
10
9

Urban Youth of
Color

Urban Youth of
Color
AA Female 1
AA Female 2
Hispanic Female
AA Male 1
AA Male 2
Hispanic Male

71

50%

22%

Question 7: I think I am doing well.
21%
42%
19
14%
43%
8
17%
17%
6
50%
39%
19
20%
40%
10
11%
44%
9

Urban Youth of
Color

71

Urban Youth of
Color

71

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

23%

6%

0%

37%
29%
17%
11%
40%
44%

0%
14%
50%
0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

22%
38%
30%
11%
0%
Question 8:
I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are most important to me.
32%
42%
26%
0%
0%
AA Female 1
19
29%
57%
14%
0%
0%
AA Female 2
8
17%
50%
17%
17%
0%
Hispanic Female
6
22%
72%
6%
0%
0%
AA Male 1
19
30%
60%
10%
0%
0%
AA Male 2
10
0%
56%
33%
11%
0%
Hispanic Male
9
22%

147

56%

18%

5%

0%

Question 9: I am doing just as well as other kids my age
N

All the Time

Frequently

Sometimes

Very
Little

Never

AA Female 1

19

11%

63%

26%

0%

0%

AA Female 2

8

0%

29%

71%

0%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

50%

34%

16%

0%

AA Male 1

19

39%

39%

22%

0%

0%

AA Male 2

10

20%

30%

50%

0%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

11%

33%

56%

0%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

14%

41%

43%

3%

0%

Question 10: When I have a problem, I can come up with lots of ways to solve it.
26%
32%
32%
5%
0%
19
AA Female 1
0%
67%
17%
17%
0%
8
AA Female 2
Hispanic Female

6

0%

17%

66%

17%

0%

AA Male 1

19

22%

39%

39%

0%

0%

AA Male 2

10

30%

50%

10%

10%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

0%

11%

79%

0%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

13%

36%

41%

8%

0%

Question 11: I think the things I have done in the past will help me in my future.
26%
42%
32%
0%
0%
19
AA Female 1
AA Female 2

8

29%

29%

29%

14%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

17%

66%

17%

0%

AA Male 1

19

22%

28%

33%

19%

6%

AA Male 2

10

40%

30%

30%

0%

0%

Hispanic Male

9

11%

33%

50%

0%

0%

Urban Youth of
Color

71

AA Female 2

8

33%

22%

44%

0%

0%

Hispanic Female

6

0%

34%

66%

0%

0%

AA Male 1

19

50%

50%

0%

0%

0%

AA Male 2

10

60%

40%

30%

0%

0%

Hispanic Male
Urban Youth of
Color

9

22%

67%

11%

0%

0%

71

35%

41%

30%

0%

0%

21%
30%
40%
8%
1%
Question 12:
Even when others want to quit, I know I can find ways to solve this problem.
42%
32%
26%
0%
0%
AA Female 1
19
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Appendix F: Calculations for Average Response on Surveys
Questions
Student A
Student B
Student C
Student D
Student E
Student F
Student G
Student H
Student I
Student J
Student K
Student L
Student M
Student N
Student O
Student P
Student Q
Student R
Student S
Student T
Student U
Student V
Student W
Student X
Student y
Student z
Student AA
Student AB
Student AC
Student AD
Student AE
Student AF
Student AG
Student AH
Student AI

1
4
4
4
3
3
4
3
3
4
3
3
3
3
4
3
3
3
4
3
4
4
4
5
5
4
4
4
5
3
3
5
3
3
4
3

2
5
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
3
3
4
4
3
3
2
4
4
4
3
4
3
5
4
5
4
3
5
5
2
3
4
3
4
5
2

3
5
3
4
4
3
5
3
3
3
2
4
3
3
5
3
2
3
4
4
4
3
4
5
4
4
4
3
2
3
3
4
4
3
5
4

4
5
5
5
5
3
3
4
4
5
4
5
4
4
5
4
4
5
5
5
4
5
5
5
5
3
4
4
5
4
4
5
4
3
5
3

5
5
4
5
5
4
5
4
4
5
5
5
4
4
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
4
4
3
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5

6
7
5
3
5
5
5
3
5
4
4
3
5
3
3
3
3
3
3
5
5
4
4
5
5
5
5
4
5
4
5
4
4
5
3
4
5
4
5
5
5
4
5
5
4
5
5
5
5
5
3 (blank)
4
4
4
4
5
5
3
4
4
4
5
5
5
4
5
3
5
4
5
3
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8
5
4
5
5
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
4
4
4
4
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
3

9
3
5
3
5
3
3
3
3
3
5
5
4
4
5
4
3
4
4
5
3
4
5
5
4

10
2
4
4
5
5
3
4
4
5
3
4
3
3
3
4
4
4
5
5
3
3
4
5
3

11
5
4
3
5
3
3
2
4
2
1
3
4
3
5
4
4
5
5
5
4
3
3
5
4

12
5
4
5
5
4
5
5
4
4
5
5
5
4
5
4
5
5
4
5
4
5
5
5
4

23
26
23
29
22
21
21
22
23
23
27
25
22
26
24
24
26
26
29
22
24
26
30
23
-

4
4
5
4
5
5
4
3
4
4

4
4
5
4
3
4
3
3
4
3

4
5
4
4
4
4
4
2
4
3

3
4
5
3
5
4
2
3
3
4

4
4
5
4
5
5
4
3
5
4

23
25
29
23
26
27
21
17
24
21

Student AJ
Student AK
Student AL
Student AM
Student AN
Student AO
Student AP
Student AQ
Student AR
Student AS
Student AT
Student AU
Student AV
Student AW
Student AX
Student AY
Student AZ
Student BA
Student BB
Student BC
Student BD
Student BE
Student BF
Student BG
Student BH
Student BI
Student BJ
Student BK
Student BL
Student BM
Student BN
Student BO
Student BP
Student BQ
Student BR
Student BS
Average

4
3
5
4
5
5
3
4
3
4
3
4
3
3
4
5
5
3
3
3
3
4
5
5
4
5
5
5
5
4
3
4
4
4
5
3
3
3
4
4
5
5
3
5
3
3
5
5
3
4
3
5
4
5
3
3
2
3
4
4
4
3
4
4
5
4
5
3
4
4
4
4
3
3
3
4
4
4
3
3
4
3
4
3
2
3
2
5
5
2
3
4
3
5
5
5
1
3
2
5
5
4
3
3
5
4
5
4
3
3
5
4
5
4
3
3
3
5
3
2
4
4
3
3
5
2
3
4
2
5
5
5
3
4
4
5
3
3
4
5
3
4
5
5
4
5
4
3
4
4
4
3
3
4
5
5
3
3
3
4
4
3
4
3
3
4
4
4
3
3
4
4
3
3
4
3
3
4
5
5
3
2
3
3
4
3
3
4
2
4
3
2
3
4
3
4
5
5
3
3
4
4
3
3
3
4
3
4
5
5
3
3
3
2
4
3
3.4 3.6 3.5 4.2 4.6 4.2
1
2
3
4
5
6
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4
5
5
4
5
4
4
3
3

3
4
5
4
5
4
4
5
2

4
3
5
4
4
4
5
4
3

2
4
5
3
4
4
5
4
1

3
3
5
4
3
4
5
3
5

4
4
5
3
4
3
5
3
3

20
23
30
22
25
23
28
22
17
-

4
4
4
3
3
4
3
5
4
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3
5
4
5
3
3
4
4
3
4
3
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